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Abstract
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived experience
of rural teachers in Southwest Minnesota during the spring 2020 transition to distance learning
and to unearth any connection between the transition experience and rural teacher retention. The
rapid and dramatic transition to distance learning for public schools was a result of the COVID19 pandemic. There was a marked difference in how individual school districts responded to
Governor Walz’s mandates regarding school closure. Rural schools faced unique challenges not
encountered by metro districts, specifically related to location. Twelve rural Southwest
Minnesota career teachers were interviewed using a semi-formal interview protocol. The
interviews were conducted virtually. The interview transcripts were member checked, coded, and
analyzed for themes. Observation notes supported validity through triangulation of data and
reflexivity to reduce researcher bias promoting credibility. Data collection and data analysis were
iterative processes. The interviewees identified frustrations, successes, and areas of personal and
professional growth as a result of the spring 2020 experience. Collectively, access to resources,
internet connectivity, isolation, working parents, student engagement, and social emotional
health were obstacles having rural roots. The teachers missed daily in-person contact with their
students and viewed distance learning as an inferior instructional delivery model for the majority
of their students. Several of the interviewees expressed concerns regarding their own well-being
as a result of transitional expectations. In spite of the challenges, the 12 rural teachers professed a
continued commitment to rural education for various reasons. Ties to the land and strong
relationships were two powerful reasons for their collective commitment to small rural schools.
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Chapter I: Introduction
Overview
While empty of students, the halls buzzed with heightened activity and angst, as the
teachers raced to learn whatever they could about delivering excellent instruction using a
distance learning model. Questions were flying: “What do I need to send home to complete this
activity? How many minutes will it take to complete? How should the day be divided between
synchronous and asynchronous work? Should I use Zoom or Google Meet?” As a school just
beginning to look at e-learning for inclement weather days, the door to distance learning had not
yet fully opened, there was much to learn in a short amount of time. The collaborative nature of
our school district was a saving grace, which held some emotions in check. The two weeks in
March of 2020 allotted by Minnesota’s Governor Walz for planning purposes were filled with
humming copiers, computer key clicks, shuffling papers, and teacher sighs. The cacophony of
intensified learning, productivity, and professional challenges left sensory, physical, and
emotional exhaustion in its wake. Pushing through each obstacle, books were gathered,
Chromebooks assigned, and work packets delivered to student homes across 344 square miles
and approximately 200,000 acres. With little time for personal or collaborative reflection, but
with much consideration for their students, teachers quickly moved on to the next phase of
distance learning, implementation. As the principal of the school, I watched and wondered how
each teacher felt about the challenging and changing face of education and their place in the
teaching profession.
Teachers across the globe are in high demand across grade levels and disciplines (Gehrke
& McCoy, 2007). Students on every continent need qualified and available teachers to guide
them along their learning journeys. Worldwide shortages in both urban and rural settings
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permeate the landscape of the world of education. For example, Behrstock-Sherrat (2016) noted
math and science teacher shortages in Germany, New Zealand, Togo, and Iraq, in addition to
foreign language teacher shortages in Taiwan, Cuba, Iraq, and Germany. Rural communities in
China, Sri Lanka, Togo, and Eastern Europe consistently find it difficult to fill rural classrooms
with qualified teachers (Behrstock-Sherrat, 2016).
Closer to home, the U.S. is facing a serious and significant teacher shortage (Castro et al.,
2018; Cross, 2017): Garcia and Weiss (2019) projected a nationwide need for approximately
300,000 new teacher hires in the year 2025, and approximated that only 100,000 teachers would
be available to fill those positions. While there is no real shortage of teachers in the quantity of
teachers available to fill the needs in U.S. classrooms, necessary specialized licenses and specific
subject area needs, in addition to geographical locations and the push for smaller class sizes,
result in a lack of qualified teaching candidates to fill positions (Ingersoll, 2003; National
Council on Teacher Quality, 2018). The gap between classroom needs and the reality of
consistently meeting those needs with qualified teachers continues to grow at great expense to
educational systems (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). These expenses take many
forms, including a financial burden for districts and their taxpayers, disruptions to student
learning, and changes in school climate (Dicke et al., 2019). The problem of filling classrooms
with qualified teachers may be negatively impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.
Approximately half as many principals and district leaders reported receiving fewer job
applications in 2020 for open and future positions compared to 2019 (Kurtz, 2020).
While the shortage of teachers leaving positions open and classrooms empty, on the large
scale, is a global and nationwide dilemma, individual states in the U.S. face unique challenges, as
well. States continue to look for creative ways to recruit and retain teachers (Cross, 2017: Verdin
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& Smith, 2013). The U.S. Department of Education publishes an annual report highlighting
teacher shortage areas for all 50 states, plus the country’s seven territories, with multiple open
teaching positions across grades and disciplines (Cross, 2017). In Minnesota, specifically, school
districts have a variety of teaching positions that are continually difficult to fill; in fact, over half
of the teachers currently holding Minnesota teaching licenses are not teaching in the classroom
(Wilder Research, 2019). In addition, at the end of the 2016-17 school year, fully 19.5% of
licensed Minnesota teachers left their districts for various reasons (Wilder Research, 2019).
Rural schools are in a crisis; educational problems impacting the nation are amplified in
rural areas (Maranto & Shuls, 2012; Monk, 2007). As significant as the teacher shortage is across
the United States, this nationwide plight is extremely pervasive in hard-to-staff rural schools
(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; Maranato & Shuls, 2012; Monk, 2007; Sindelar et al., 2018; Ulferts,
2016). Rural school administrators find it especially difficult to fill many open staff positions
(Maranto & Shuls, 2012; Sindelar et al., 2018). Berry, et al (2011) found that special education
teachers, interventionists, speech and language pathologists, math and science teachers, and
others requiring special licenses are in high demand in rural schools (Billingsley, 2004;
Rosenkoetter et al., 2004; Whitworth, 2000).
Amidst a growing teacher shortage, licensed teachers continue to stay out of the
classroom or transition to other schools for a wide variety of reasons, including administrative
decisions, working conditions, classroom autonomy, perceptions of school climate, parent
support, community engagement, student discipline, increasing workload, job-related stress, and
low salaries (Burkhauser, 2017; Dicke, 2019; Learning Policy Institute, 2018). The overriding
theme is often related to teachers’ job satisfaction or dissatisfaction (Collie et al., 2012).
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With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Minnesota school districts and staff were
forced to transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020 at a rapid pace with minimal
guidance, limited resources, technological glitches or deficits, lack of professional development,
and myriad of unknowns (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020; Walz, 2020). In many
districts, distance learning was new territory unfamiliar to students, parents, and teachers, which,
in and of itself, added stress to each of these individual roles. Teaching is a highly stressful
career and, while some level of stress might prove to be advantageous and motivational, the
rigors of teaching with the added stress of the COVID-19 pandemic was tremendous (Crum et
al., 2013; Gewertz, 2020; Gmelch & Chan, 1994). The transition to distance learning, whether
hybrid or fully implemented, has the potential of further exacerbating the teacher shortage
problem by fueling stress-related health concerns, physical safety worries, and job dissatisfaction
in the workplace (Coffin & Meghjani, 2020; Gewertz, 2020; Gunnell et al., 2020; Holmes et al.,
2020; Qiu et al., 2020).
Statement of the Problem
Carver-Thomas and Darling-Hammond (2017) estimated that over 100,000 classrooms
nationwide would be staffed with underprepared teachers and that numerous courses would be
cancelled due to lack of licensed teachers in 2017. Such a dire need for teachers puts students in
compromised learning situations (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Shortages cause
disruptions to school climates and students’ achievement (Garcia & Weiss, 2019).
As schools grow in student enrollment and program needs, teachers are in short supply
(Ingersoll, 2003; Whitworth, 2000). However, hiring a new teacher is costly to a school. The cost
to a district of hiring one new teacher, including recruitment, training, and office management
tasks, averages in excess of $20,000 per hire (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017;
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Garcia & Weiss, 2019). Retention of current teachers is a cost-effective strategy, both
economically and educationally, in keeping classrooms staffed with qualified teachers (Garcia &
Weiss, 2019; Podolsky et al., 2016). Maintaining a stable teaching workforce is also of benefit to
students, as stability provides students with program and school climate continuity (Podolsky et
al., 2016). With two-thirds of teachers’ attrition attributed to factors other than retirement, factors
such as compensation, teacher preparation and support, working conditions, job satisfaction, and
school leadership must be addressed (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017; Podolsky et
al., 2016). Problems retaining teachers within a district, and ultimately in the teaching profession,
may effectively be addressed at the school level through crisis management, collaboration, and
local decision-making (Learning Policy Institute, 2018). Working conditions and the leadership
styles of building principals play roles in promoting positive work environments for teachers
(Burkhauser, 2017; Dicke, 2019; Learning Policy Institute, 2018).
Rural schools, worldwide, struggle to fill personnel gaps with licensed teachers
(Behrstock-Sherrat, 2016; Gehrke & McCoy, 2007; Latterman & Steffes, 2017). Latterman and
Steffes listed low pay, “insufficient (recruitment and) retention of teachers, the high number of
retiring baby boomers, and fewer college students majoring in education” as conditions fueling
rural teacher shortages (2017; p. 1). Fortunately, in the United States, the federal government has
found a way to help states with recruiting teachers for rural districts through the authorization of
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 (Pua et al., 2018). ESSA was “characterized as a
move away from the strict federal regulatory requirements” (Pua et al., 2018, p. 17) put forth by
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which handicapped rural school districts in their efforts to
fill classroom vacancies (U.S. Department of Education, 2001 & 2015). The ESSA shift gave
districts more latitude when filling hard-to-fill positions, such as special education and English
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language learner teacher openings (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). However, even with
increased latitude for teacher hires, there still remain gaps in classrooms needing to be filled
across the United States (Carver-Thomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017).
Minnesota is no exception to the teacher turnover predicament faced by schools. With
U.S. teacher turnover rates ranging from a high of 24% to a low of 9% in 2012, Minnesota
ranked 15th highest with an approximate 16% teacher turnover in 2012-13 (Carver-Thomas &
Darling-Hammond, 2017). Data from the 2017-18 school year showed a decrease in Minnesota
teachers’ attrition, with 91% of teachers returning to their positions (Wilder Research,
2019). While this data provides hope for administrators looking to fill teaching positions, other
licensed teachers are staying out of the classroom or transitioning to different schools because of
working conditions, new job prospects, and perceptions of school climate (Burkhauser, 2017;
Learning Policy Institute, 2018).
Stress is a factor affecting job satisfaction levels (Toropova et al., 2020). Teacher stress
can be attributed to disruptions in educational systems and associated trauma (Minke, 2020;
Walker, 2020). Historically, financial, health, natural, and social crises have created educational
disruptions causing great stress to educational systems (Dobard, 2020; Walker, 2020). To
mitigate these factors, educators consistently regroup to continue serving the needs of their
students (American Federation of Teachers, 2017; Burton et al., 2013; Rentner et al., 2016).
Most recently, with the suddenness and seriousness of the COVID-19 pandemic, stress greatly
increased in educational workplaces for students and educators alike (Walker, 2020). COVID-19
increased the demands of teaching, and teachers are under more stress than before the pandemic
(Walker, 2020). Teachers reported that they felt stressed, isolated, worried, scared, overwhelmed,
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confused, isolated, and a sense of loss during the spring of 2020 as they dealt with teaching
during the pandemic (Walker, 2020; WeAreTeachers Staff, 2020).
Teachers, many with little to no training in alternative and online instructional delivery
models, were forced to quickly shift gears and push into distance learning. At the time of the
COVID-19 pandemic onset, Minnesota only had 38 state-approved distance learning programs
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). Many schools were not prepared with the necessary
technology or network capabilities to make an effective and complete transition to distance
learning, significantly impacting rural schools (Will, 2020). While some rural schools had elearning systems established for short term emergencies and inclement weather days, few had
plans in place for their entire student body (PreK-12) covering an extended period of time or, in
this case, for the remainder of a school year. Determining how to revamp lessons, adjust grading
expectations, and deliver social emotional learning instruction for distance learning caused
anxiety for teachers (Sawchuk, 2020; Walker, 2020). Teachers were concerned about the impact
of trauma from COVID-19 and how it would impact the emotional well-being and learning
capacities of their students, especially those students who were not attending their online classes
or had been receiving special education services prior to the pandemic shift to distance learning
(Minke, 2020; Prothero, 2020; Sawchuck & Samuels, 2020; Walker, 2020). Time management,
internet access, and new technologies were challenging across grade-levels and disciplines,
adding stress to teachers and educational systems (Will, 2020).
In general, rural schools face unique obstacles as compared to their urban counterparts,
which impact students and teachers. These obstacles include food insecurities, isolation, lack of
services, limited support staff, and inadequate funding (Justin, 2020). During the COVID-19
pandemic, these obstacles were heightened (Justin, 2020). Furthermore, additional obstacles
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during the COVID 19 pandemic included limited availability of internet connectivity and
bandwidth, expanded delivery of educational materials and meals across several communities,
increased district expenses for student materials and online programs, and decreased
socialization due to extreme isolation (Will, 2020). Considering the significant and current
teacher shortages, in addition to the various financial and human costs associated with teachers’
attrition, exploring the lived experiences of rural teachers in Southwest Minnesota as they
transitioned to distance learning could shed light on teachers’ stress, obstacles, and challenges of
teaching in rural Minnesota during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived
experiences of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers upon the initial transition to a distance
learning instructional model as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020.
Research Questions
This qualitative study explored the following three questions:
1)

What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers in the

transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020?
2)

How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional identities of

rural Minnesota teachers?
3) How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota teachers’ views
of their future employment in education?
Significance of the Study
Studying the lived experiences of rural teachers is a possible pathway to increasing the
understanding of potential connections between the retention of rural educators and disruptions
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to educational delivery systems. This study explored the experiences of rural teachers in the
trenches during the onset of transitioning to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The intent of this study was to give voice to the intimate, lived experiences of career teachers in
rural Southwest Minnesota during the spring 2020 transition to distance learning as necessitated
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic mandates and executive orders authorized at the federal
and state levels, and orders implemented by local school district leaders (Trump, 2020; U.S.
Department of Education, 2020; U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020; Walz,
2020). The significance of this study is three-fold: The study adds to current knowledge,
provides opportunity to improve practice, and informs leaders and policy-makers about rural
teachers’ experiences transitioning to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Roberts, 2010).
Increasing Knowledge
By delving into the personal experiences of career teachers, this study contributes to
several bodies of knowledge, including decidedly rural concerns, teachers’ stress and job
satisfaction, and reflections of teachers on the frontline of the rapid transition to distance learning
during an educational disruption.
Minnesota is a state rich in fertile land: currently, 51% of Minnesota’s land is classified
as agricultural, encompassing 26,000,000 acres (MN Board of Water and Soil Resources, 2019).
In those agriculturally rich areas, rural schools have a decidedly different flavor and function as
compared to their urban and suburban areas. A focus on rural Minnesota teachers will unearth
some of the unique challenges and joys experienced by career teachers in rural school districts as
they initially transitioned to a relatively new model of instructional delivery (namely, distance
learning). During the transition to distance learning, rural teachers experienced numerous unique
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issues, including delivery of educational materials across many miles and poor internet
connectivity, which had the potential of impacting teacher stress levels and job
satisfaction. During the rush to distance learning, grief, loneliness, increased concern for
students, and exhaustion also plagued rural teachers as they worked their way through the mire
of unfamiliar online programs and new technologies (Gewertz, 2020).
Hearing directly from teachers in rural areas who were teaching during the spring 2020
COVID-19 pandemic-induced move to distance learning through a qualitative phenomenological
study provides rural teachers voice and validates the special circumstances under which this
transition and life experience occurred. There is a perception held by parents, teachers, and
school leaders in rural communities that Minnesota’s state leaders do not hear what they have to
say or value what they experience as compared to the attention given to urban areas, as noted by
John White, former Deputy Assistant Secretary for Rural Outreach at the U.S. Department of
Education (Gagne & Dorn-Bell, 2018). Lavalley (2018) agreed, stating that “from a national
perspective, the unique needs of rural education are often obscured by their urban and suburban
counterparts” (p. 1). A first-hand rendition of teachers’ experiences is an important primary
source that can provide both a realistic perspective and an opportunity to reflect and inform
policy changes at a grassroots level and beyond, as noted in reflections of educators following
9/11 (United Federation of Teachers, 2011).
In preparation for this study, the researcher conducted a database search for
phenomenological studies of distance learning in K-12 in rural Minnesota schools. The
researcher did not discover any such available studies. Furthermore, no phenomenological
studies related to early childhood education and distance learning in rural schools were available.
Several articles and studies were noted regarding historical disruptions to education in the U. S.,
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especially the 9/11 tragedy, but there is a dearth of research of COVID-19 and its impact on rural
education. There is a current lack of research available related to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on teachers’ professional identities and teacher retention; this may be due to the
sudden and recent onset or COVID-19 as a novel phenomenon. One intent of this research study
was to fill gaps in existing COVID-19 education-specific literature.
Improving Practice
This study is a supportive resource for practitioners in the field of education by sharing
the personal lived experiences of and lessons learned by their rural PreK-12 teaching peers,
thereby breaking isolation barriers and providing topics for professional conversations. As
educators, the voices of our peers have special power in promoting new strategies and
accommodations, adding value to the profession, providing cautions and encouragement for
others in the field, and developing self-efficacy (Bangs & Frost, 2012; Rentner, 2016). Practices
found successful by other teachers in similar situations with familiar constraints can provide
relatable opportunities for personal growth and professional development while improving the
delivery of instruction, thereby benefiting students (Bangs & Frost, 2012).
The findings of this research study may influence the development of teacher preparation
programs by informing college curriculum developers of the expanding skills needed by new
teachers entering the field of education. Furthermore, with this knowledge, teacher preparation
educators can better prepare future teachers to more fully enter the dynamic and ever-changing
world of education in rural settings.
Informing Policy
This study provides first-person teacher perspectives in response to decisions initiated by
policy makers and, potentially, guide future decisions, mandates, and policies impacting
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educational systems, educational leaders, teachers, and students during a crisis (Trump, 2020;
U.S. Department of Education, 2020; Walz, 2020). The intimate experiences of primary sources
can inform policy change from a grassroots level, as noted in the reflections of educators
following 9/11 (United Federation of Teachers, 2011). An exploration into the lives of rural
Minnesota teachers and their experiences as they entered the world of distance learning during
the COVID-19 pandemic can provide valuable information and opportunities for administrators
and school policy makers.
Districts must gather information and reflect on possible systemic changes that might be
necessary to effectively and supportively respond to future crises, such as was experienced
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Giving voice to the experiences of rural teachers can provide
valuable information for decision-makers. Thoughtful, informed responses from leaders have the
potential of creating a distance learning mindset and environment that would effectively serve
students and families while reducing obstacles and stress for teachers in the future. Such
information may help rural Minnesota school districts to fully prepare for future emergencies and
the need for distance learning, while supporting teachers, reducing stress, and boosting teachers’
job satisfaction. Ultimately, these steps can help administrators keep rural classrooms staffed
with qualified teachers who are committed to the profession for years to come. The findings of
this study will be shared with policy influencers in the state of Minnesota, including the
Minnesota Rural Education Association (MREA).
Similar to life-giving water, information flows from the top down, impacting the waters
at a lower level, however, those higher waters need to be fed with fresh water on a continual
basis as part of the living cycle of water. Giving voice to teachers in the field of rural education
has the potential of providing necessary fresh water and altering future educational decisions
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made by educational and political leaders as related to distance learning and dynamic
instructional delivery in remote areas of Southwest Minnesota (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016).
Definitions
Asynchronous Learning
Asynchronous learning is a teaching method which pertains to the use of space, pace, and
time in a learning environment: it is frequently used in an online educational format. The
asynchronous teacher provides a learning plan, similar to a pathway, for the students to follow on
their own, at their own pace, in their choice of settings. The learners do not occupy a shared
space, such as a classroom, with other learners or the instructor, but has had the opportunity to
connect with other students and the instructor along the path for discussion and feedback. An
asynchronous learner does not have a strict daily schedule established to join a class online and is
able to work at their own pace to flexibly meet course requirements and deadlines (Bryn Mawr
College, 2020; Open Learn, 2020).
Attrition
Teachers’ attrition is a documentable and potentially problematic event that occurs when
teachers leave the teaching profession. Teachers leave education for a variety of reasons,
including retirement, career change, and job dissatisfaction. Attrition causes a disruption in the
learning environment for students. (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005; K-12 Dive, 2019;
Lochmiller et al., 2016; Monk, 2007)
Burnout
Job burnout is a “special type of work-related stress - a state of physical or emotional
exhaustion that also involves a sense of reduced accomplishment and loss of personal identity”
(Mayo Clinic Staff, 2020, para. 1).
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Capacity
Capacity can be described as a combination of a person’s ability, capability, availability,
and health to complete tasks. Capacity is difficult to measure but can be observed through
successfulness or lack of success at completing tasks and general functioning when placed under
specific conditions. Capacity, as related to distance learning, refers to the teacher’s capacity to
successfully provide instruction to his/her students and to maintain a healthy lifestyle in the
process, albeit this is a highly personal and subjective measurement. The capacity of students to
be successful with distance learning is dependent upon their own ability, capability, availability,
and health in addition to the overall capacity of the home environment to support the distance
learner (Aurel et. al, 2012; Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2020).
COVID-19 Pandemic
In December 2019, an outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2
(SARS-CoV-2), the virus that causes coronavirus disease (COVID-19), was first reported in
China (Huckins et al., 2020). By March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO)
declared COVID-19 a global pandemic, forcing many educational institutions to switch to
remote instruction and other measures to promote students’ safety, while continuing to provide
mandatory instruction (Ghebreyesus, 2020).
Distance Learning
Burdina et al. (2019) defined distance learning as any “learning system when the teacher
and student are separated geographically or technologically” (p. 2). Distance learning across the
state of Minnesota was addressed and mandated by Governor Tim Walz (2020) via Executive
Orders #20-02, #20-19, #20-41, and #20-94. Public schools ventured into new territory as they
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rapidly transitioned from instructing the majority of their students using an in-person model to
instructing all students using a distance learning format with students off-site (Walz, 2020).
Equity
Equity in our educational systems “is the condition of justice, fairness, inclusion, and
cultural responsiveness in our systems of education so that all students have access to the
opportunities to learn and develop to their fullest potentials” (Naawakwe & Lake, 2020, slide
36). Other authors add the following distinction to the definition: regardless of background,
culture, sex, gender, race, status, or location (Thought Leaders, 2018).
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), authorized by Congress and signed into law by
President Obama in 2015, modified the existing educational law of that time, namely the No
Child Left Behind Act. ESSA addressed equitable delivery of instruction, transparency of
educational outcomes by school districts, educational flexibility, and financial concerns
hindering educational programming (U. S. Department of Education, 2015).
High Poverty
High poverty schools are recorded as having 31% or more of the student population
designated as low-income according to free and reduced lunch data (Rentner et al., 2016).
Historical Pandemics and Educational Disruptions
The recent COVID 19 pandemic impacted societies across the globe (Hiscott et al.,
2020). While the COVID 19 virus was novel, other earth-impacting disruptions to educational
systems have occurred in the past and each pandemic or crisis left its mark on education (Pinto &
Jones, 2020). Historically, worldwide educational disruptions have been caused by social unrest,
disease, financial collapse, and natural disasters (Barr et al., 2012; Hiscott et al., 2020; Pinto &
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Jones, 2020). More specific examples of social and educational disruptions include the 9/11
attack, Ebola outbreak, drought or natural disasters, Oklahoma bombing, economic recessions,
H1N1 flu, HIV-AIDS, revolution, and Vietnam War (Pinto & Jones, 2020; Smith et al., 1999).
Hybrid Learning
In the fall of 2020, 84% of district leaders across the nation reported that students
enrolled in their districts “were engaging in remote learning at least part of the time” through
hybrid learning models on a part-time or full-time basis (Kurtz, 2020). Hybrid models
incorporate a scheduled amount of time at the school with in-person learning in addition to
scheduled days off-site for distance learning. Due to variations in hybrid models, distance
learning with a hybrid model may include online synchronous learning, asynchronous
engagement, or the absence of online instruction (Bryn Mawr College, 2020; Open Learn, 2020).
Hybrid models are impacted by several criteria specific to school districts and students’ needs.
In-person Learning
In-person learning is also referred to as face-to-face and on-site learning. In-person
learning involves students being in school and learning in the presence of a teacher. In-person
learning occurs with real-time interactions between the teachers and students and between
students (Glossary of Education Reform, 2013).
Isolation
The term isolation has multiple meanings within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic
and its impact on rural educators. Within the context of this research, isolation will be defined
from an educational standpoint as it relates to geographic location, resources, finances, influence,
and human connectedness (Ovendon-Hope & Passy, 2019).
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Job Satisfaction
Teachers’ job satisfaction has been studied intensively in the past. Many factors affecting
perceived job satisfaction have been identified, such as fatigue; school climate, staff morale,
teaching efficacy, stress, job autonomy, collegiality, administrative support, student
achievement, personal motivation, salary, and other factors (American Federation of Teachers,
2017; Canrinus et al., 2011; Manolescu, et al., 2012; Reeves et al., 2017; Renbarger & Davis,
2018; Rentner et al., 2016). Job satisfaction is a dynamic indicator of retention or attrition in the
workplace because satisfaction on the job influences the staying power of a teacher and,
ultimately, the achievement of students. (Canrinus et al., 2011; Collie et al., 2012; Reeves et al.,
2017; Renbarger & Davis, 2018; Toropova, et al., 2020).
Lived Experiences
The personal knowledge gained through direct, first-hand experience with an event,
phenomenon, or activity (Neubauer et al., 2019; Polinghorne, 1989; Yuksel & Yildirim, 2015).
The experience is viewed through a lens of perception, which may or may not reflect reality for
others.
Masking
The root word “mask” is used as a verb and a noun. Masking constitutes the wearing of a
mask on a person’s face covering the nose and mouth. In response to the COVID 19 pandemic
and escalating positive COVID 19 test results in the state, Governor Walz issued Executive
Order 20-81 on July 25, 2020 (Minnesota Department of Health, 2020). Masking has become
common practice in public places in Minnesota since that mandate from the governor.
No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
Signed into law by President George W. Bush in 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act
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(NCLB) made a significant impact on education, drawing attention to teacher quality,
transparency, parental involvement, graduation rates, adequate yearly progress, and reading.
NCLB was modified by the ESSA of 2015 (U.S. Department of Education, 2001, 2015).
Phenomenology
Phenomenology is a qualitative research method used to examine perceptions as an
approach to acquire knowledge (Patten, 2017). Exploring the lived experiences of people, or
people groups, provides the researcher with personal perceptions of their participants’ realities.
While having a subjective nature, the data and analysis provides important and interesting
information for the researcher.
Professional Identity
Teachers’ professional identities can be defined as how they view themselves as part of
the teaching profession or their place in the profession (Canrinus et al., 2012; Collie et al., 2012;
Renbarger & Davis, 2019). Identity is the way people understand their own personal experience,
how they act and identify with various groups, and how strongly they view themselves as bearing
the qualities necessary to be teachers (Renbarger & Davis, 2019).
Remote
In this research, “remote” indicates two ideas. First, remote is a geographical reference
commonly used in discussions regarding rural areas as being distanced from urban centers.
Secondly, remote means an activity away from the center or outside of normal circumstances. In
education, for example, remote teaching occurs with the teacher instructing one or more students
while distanced from them, possibly having time variations in delivery of instruction (Barker,
1992; Bryn Mawr College, 2020; Open Learn, 2020).
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Retention
In congruence with the educational sense of this research, retention refers to licensed
teachers remaining in their current position or at their current school (Perrachione et al, 2008;
Wilder Research in collaboration with PELSB, 2019).
Rural
Rural areas comprise what is known throughout Minnesota as Greater Minnesota. Greater
Minnesota includes 60 counties that are not part of an officially designated metro area, and 11%
of Minnesota's population, about 580,000 people, lived in rural counties in 2014 (Peterson,
2015). Rural areas have limited amenities and cover many miles.
Self-efficacy
Self-efficacy is the term used to describe a person’s perception of their own capacity to
perform necessary duties under a variety of conditions (Barni et al., 2019; Canrinus et al., 2012).
Self-efficacy is related to a person’s belief in themself to be successful in their profession (Barni
et al., 2019). Confidence and personal motivation are internal variables impacting self-efficacy
(Canrinus et al., 2012; Collie et al., 2012). Self-efficacy is an important component of job
satisfaction and retention for teachers (Bangs & Frost, 2012; Dicke et al., 2019).
Service Cooperative
Service cooperatives serve an important need in Minnesota’s rural areas. Rural school
districts tend to be small, with limited student populations and limited funding. Service
cooperatives provide an opportunity for pooling resources, sharing expert, professional, and
administrative services, and group purchasing, all in an effort to meet the needs of rural students
(Minnesota Legislature, 2020). Membership in a service cooperative in a cost-effective way for
rural school districts to provide excellent educational programming for their students (Minnesota
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Legislature, 2020). The Southwest West Central (SWWC) and Southwest South Central (SWSC)
Service Cooperatives serve the school districts participating in this research study.
Social Distance
Social distance is both a noun and a verb. As a noun, social distance references an
observable safe distance between people. Social distancing is the action of intentionally placing a
safe amount of space between yourself and those you are near, in an effort to limit contact and
increase safety (Minnesota Department of Health, 2020; Walz, 2020). Physical distance and
physical space are synonyms for social distance.
Students’ Engagement
Students’ engagement is a critical factor in students’ achievement. Students who are
actively participating in their own learning are considered engaged, regardless of the
instructional delivery or learning model. Students’ engagement, leading to students’
achievement, has been connected to teachers’ levels of job satisfaction (Rentner et al., 2016).
Suburban
Suburban areas are residential communities that lie on the outskirts of an urban, or
heavily populated area. Suburban communities are close enough to neighboring cities to
facilitate a commute to work, but contain many businesses of their own. Suburban areas are not
defined by the size of the population.
Synchronous Learning
Synchronous learning happens when the students and the instructor(s) are online or inperson, or both, at the same time (White et al., 2010; Zydney et al., 2019). The students work
along a similar learning path following an established schedule (White et al., 2010). Real time
class discussions and question and answer sessions are possible through the use of a synchronous
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learning format (White et al., 2010). Collaboration is common, with students working together at
the same time in the same space (Bryn Mawr College, 2020; Open Learn, 2020).
Urban
As stated on their website, the Minnesota State Demographic Center (n.d.) categorizes a
Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) as including “a core city containing a population hub of
50,000 or more people, together with adjacent communities having a high degree of economic
and social integration with that core” (Peterson, 2015, p.1, para. 3). The U.S. Census Bureau also
uses this marker as an urban distinction. An urban area may be made up of several close or
connected towns or cities, creating a hub. Another distinguishing factor is that urban areas often
have public transportation available for residents.
Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter two reviews literature relevant to this research study and is organized by the
following subtopics: introduction; teacher shortages; teachers’ job satisfaction; rurality;
disruptions to education systems; and educational responses to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Chapter three contains descriptions of research methods and design, research questions,
researcher positionality, sampling design, research setting, instrumentation and protocols, field
test and practice interview, data collection, data analysis, limitations, delimitations, and
assumptions, and ethical considerations. An analysis of the research findings is presented in
Chapter four, followed by chapter five, which discusses implications of the data analysis and
suggestions for future research opportunities.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
Introduction
“Those who are crazy enough to think they can change the world are the ones who do.”
Steve Jobs
A teacher is a world changer. World changers are perceived as being hopeful, resilient,
and courageous. The Center on Education Policy (CEP) gave voice to teachers nationwide
through a survey of K-12 public school teachers (Rentner et al., 2016). When asked why they
joined the teaching profession, 68% of teachers responded that they joined the profession “to
make a difference in students’ lives,” making that the number one answer selected (Rentner,
2016, p. 14). The number two answer to the same query, with 45% selection, corroborates a
similar desire: “to help students reach their full potential” (Rentner et al., 2016, p. 14). The third
most popular answer speaks to the truth of the impact teachers can have on their students: “A
teacher inspired me when I was young” (Rentner et al., 2016, p. 14). The teaching profession
draws people who expect to change the world, often because a teacher changed their world.
“True life is lived when tiny changes occur.”
Leo Tolstoy
Teachers’ daily work lives are invaded with change because education is a dynamic
system serving a dynamic population. Teaching is a rewarding, yet demanding profession.
Teachers are under pressure and face daily stressors, even under the best of circumstances, as
they endeavor to promote student achievement, enacting change in the lives of those they serve
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017; Rentner et al., 2016). A national survey of more than
4,000 teachers found that stress is a daily and powerful factor in job satisfaction (American
Federation of Teachers, 2017). “Ever-changing expectations” and “stressful workload” were also
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reported as contributing factors to increasing stress on the job for the teachers surveyed
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017). The concept of change is reciprocal in nature because
change happens to people, and people respond to change. Teachers are “managing the many
changes currently taking place in public schools” (Rentner et al., 2016, p. 3). Teachers’ reports of
stress-inducing changes in their schools “portray a profession that is increasingly complex and
under pressure” (Rentner et al., 2016, p. 3). For teachers, curriculum adoptions, new teaching
strategies, and fluctuating schedules are a few aspects of their work life to which they must adapt
in order to best serve their students. Teachers are also expected to adapt to more invasive
systemic changes impacting the delivery of instruction, such as has been required during
historical disruptions to education and the more recent COVID-19 pandemic-induced transition
to distance learning (Tate, 2020; Leachman & Mai, 2014; Pinto & Jones, 2020; Singer, 2020;
Strauss, 2020; Tate, 2020; Waker, 2020). Whether imperceptible to others or completely
obvious, daily changes can be perceived as both personal motivators and stressors which may
impact a teacher’s level of job satisfaction and professional identity (Rentner et al., 2016).
The literature review supporting this research study begins by acknowledging teacher
shortages. While the teacher shortage is real across the nation, the focus of the teacher shortage
section is Minnesota and staffing problems experienced by rural school districts (Podolsky,
2016). Next, the researcher’s review of literature moves to aspects of job satisfaction, or
dissatisfaction, as potential factors impacting teacher self-efficacy. Rurality and the rural
teaching experience is addressed in the next section of the review. Following the rural view,
disruptions to educational systems will be discussed. Keeping the recent COVID-19 pandemic in
mind, the next section of the literature review will examine educational responses to the
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pandemic. And finally, a discussion of distance learning in general and distance learning from a
rural point of view will occur.
Teacher Shortages
According to a Gallup (2014) survey of school superintendents, 61% reported that
recruiting and retaining quality teachers was their greatest concern for the following year. A
follow-up Gallup (2018) survey of educational leaders purports the same concern as significant
and worrisome. Recurring classroom staffing shortages can be attributed to two major factors,
those being “declines in entrants to teaching and high rates of teacher attrition” (Podolsky et al.,
2016, p. v). A brief presented by the Alliance for Excellent Education (2005) stated that “every
school day, nearly a thousand teachers leave the field of teaching,” not including those who
choose retirement (p. 1). While other factors, such as transitioning to a new school district,
impacts teacher shortages, “90% of the nationwide annual demand for teachers stems from when
teachers leave the profession,” or through attrition (Castro et al., 2018).
Working conditions is in the top five factors impacting teacher recruitment and retention
(Podolsky et al., 2016). Teachers’ attrition in the U.S. is estimated at 8% per year (CarverThomas & Darling-Hammond, 2017). Considering the changing and complex demands of
teaching, both internal and external, teacher shortages should not be surprising to administrators
looking to hire (American Federation of Teachers, 2017; Perrachione et al., 2008). Shortages
may not occur in every school district but more pointedly in some geographic areas and in
specific teaching areas, such as special education, math, foreign languages, and science (Dee &
Goldhaber, 2017; Ingersoll, 2003). Teacher shortages are also more prevalent in high-poverty
schools (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). Ingersoll (2003) argues that there are enough licensed teachers
to fill staffing needs, however, an increased demand for teachers due to licensure requirements,
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programming, instructional delivery models, and location create staffing problems for school
districts.
There is a teacher shortage in Minnesota impacting public schools (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2005; Wilder Research. 2019); in fact, 3,315 Minnesota teachers left the profession in
2003 due to job dissatisfaction, in pursuit of another career, or retirement (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2005). Surprisingly, both job dissatisfaction and another career choice outweighed the
number of retirees (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005). The expenses related to Minnesota
teachers leaving the profession in 2003 was estimated to have been in excess of $39,000,000
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005).
The Wilder Research (2019), in conjunction with Minnesota Professional Educator
Licensing and Standards Board (PELSB), publishes the Minnesota Teacher Supply and Demand
report biennially. The aforementioned report stated that “52.5% of teachers holding an active
teaching license are not currently working as a teacher in a Minnesota public school” (Wilder,
2019). Minnesota “districts continue to report having ‘difficult’ or ‘very difficult’ times filling
teaching positions'' (Wilder, 2019, p. 2). The Learning Policy Institute (2018) completed a stateby-state analysis of teacher shortages and assigned a 1 to 5 rating on several factors found to be
important in recruiting and retaining teachers. Minnesota’s overall attractiveness to teachers
rating was 3.05/5.00 and the teacher turnover rate was high with a score of 4.0/5.0 (Learning
Policy Institute, 2018).
Rural Minnesota is experiencing a teacher shortage (MREA, 2019). Out of thirteen
Economic Development Regions (EDR), “six rural Economic Development Regions had the
greatest percentage of teacher shortages” in the state of Minnesota (MRE, 2019, p. 1). Rural
districts have a difficult time filling positions requiring special licenses, such as special
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education, math, music, and science (MREA, 2019). Economic Development Region #8, which
is the focus of this research study, currently has the 2nd highest number of special permissions
and out of compliance teaching assignments in the state, with 6.9% of contracted teachers
teaching under those conditions (MREA, 2019). Teacher shortages and unqualified teachers in
the classroom are disruptive to student learning and may be reflected in student achievement
(Ingersoll & Smith, 2003; MREA, 2019; Podolsky et al., 2016). Rural schools face staffing
shortages, and, according to Latterman and Steffes (2017), “the more rural the school, the more
challenging recruiting and retaining a qualified teacher becomes” (p. 1).
Teachers’ Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction can be defined as having a positive mindset regarding the work to be
done and toward the workplace (Dicke et al., 2019). Satisfaction on the job and personal wellbeing are indicators of teacher retention and turnover (Dicke et al., 2019; Perrachione et al.,
2008). Several factors, while not a complete listing, contribute to teachers’ level of job
satisfaction: classroom autonomy, administrative support, sufficiently trained staff to assist
students with mental health issues, hours of sleep, school facility, available resources,
competitive salary, parental support, student achievement, healthy school climate, level of
perceived respect, positive relationships with students and peers, meaningful professional
development, manageable work stress, and positive feelings about the teaching profession (Dicke
et al., 2019; National Center for Education Statistics, 2016; Perrachione et al., 2008; Rentner et
al., 2016). As reported on surveys, in the years 2003-04, 2007-08, and 2011-12, 90% or more of
teachers working in public schools indicated that they experienced some level of satisfaction in
their current jobs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2016).
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During the 2017-2018 school year, 3.5 million teachers were employed in public schools
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Of that 3.5 million, over 4,000 teachers
participated in a survey which shed light on the conditions of their work life in public schools
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017). The survey results indicated that there is much work
to be done to ease workplace stress and promote a feeling of safety in the school environment
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017). For instance, 61% of participants reported that their
workload was “always” or “often'' stressful (American Federation of Teachers, 2017). The
participants reported that ever-changing expectations negatively affect educators in an earlier
survey taken in 2015, but little had changed in the two years between surveys (American
Federation of Teachers, 2017; Rentner et al., 2016). The survey respondents agreed, by a
majority, that they have a high level of autonomy in their classroom, but little control or input
into decisions within the school or at the district, state, or federal levels (American Federation of
Teachers, 2017). Teachers felt less respected by educational leaders farther away from the
epicenter of their classroom and by the media, and yet felt respected by teaching peers
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017). Twenty-four percent of respondents agreed that they
have less enthusiasm for their work as compared to when they started the job (American
Federation of Teachers, 2017). Forty to fifty percent of the teachers surveyed reported having
little to no input into important morale and skill-boosting professional development or
curriculum decisions (American Federation of Teachers, 2017). The respondents averaged more
than 50 hours of work per week and “made do” in their classrooms without necessary resources
(American Federation of Teachers, 2017, p. 5). Other external, or extrinsic, workplace stressors
may play a role in creating job dissatisfaction (Perrachione et al., 2008).
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The Center on Education Policy (CEP) (Rentner et al., 2016) conducted a survey giving
voice to teachers regarding their job concerns. Teachers reported that being heard by decisionmakers made a positive impression on their level of job satisfaction (Rentner et al., 2016).
Reeves et al. (2017) noted that nearly all public-school teachers (94%) engage in collaborative
activities with other teachers and, of that group, 90% reported collaboration as being somewhat
or greatly helpful and a good use of their time, adding value to their perception of the work
environment (Rentner et al., 2016). The survey revealed that most teachers are drawn to the
profession for mostly notably selfless reasons, but are concerned about aspects of their jobs that
are beyond their control (Rentner et al., 2016). The challenges faced by teachers were placed into
three categories: challenges from systemic factors, challenges within the school, and challenges
related to the profession overall (Rentner et al., 2016). Systemic factors created the most
challenges, with 46% of the teachers identifying “state or district policies that get in the way of
teaching” as a major challenge to their job satisfaction and perceived success as teachers
(Rentner et al., 2016, p. 16).
Furthermore, teachers’ autonomy seems to be emerging as a key variable when
examining educational reform and its relationship to work satisfaction (Pearson & Moomaw,
2005). Pearson and Moomaw suggested that burnout could be the result of built-up stress which
ultimately stems from job dissatisfaction. “Burnout” is described as “a state of mental,
emotional, and attitudinal exhaustion in teachers” which results from unabated levels of high
stress (p. 40). In a separate study, 46% of teachers reported high levels of daily stress, a rate
similar to that of medical personnel (Ansley et al., 2018).
Self-efficacy
Teachers’ perception of self-efficacy is an important component of teacher retention as it
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demonstrates a positive reciprocal relationship with job satisfaction (Dicke et al., 2019). A 2019
study by Dicke et al., identified two distinct aspects of teachers’ job satisfaction: satisfaction
with the work environment (the organization) and satisfaction with the teaching profession
(chosen occupation). Strong levels of commitment and professionalism are linked to job
satisfaction and to “a positive frame of mind that is reflected” in the favorable opinions and
musings of a teacher (Dicke et al., 2019, p. 2; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005). Dicke et al. (2019)
found that organizational and occupational perceptions are both multi-faceted and dynamic. The
teaching profession is “a highly socially responsible occupation” and the lines are blurred
“between the industrial and professional aspects” of a teacher’s work (Sachs, 2005, p. 8). With
murky differentiation, developing a sense of accomplishment and capacity are complex
endeavors comprising self-efficacy (Sachs, 2005).
Classroom autonomy was identified as a factor impacting perceived levels of professional
connection and self-efficacy for teachers (American Federation of Teachers, 2017; Pearson &
Moomaw, 2005). Researchers affiliated with Georgia State University studied teacher turnover
and found that “nearly half of all new teachers leave the field within the first five years” (Ansley
et al., 2018). Ansley et al. (2018) also found correlations between the lack of emotional
connection to their teaching position and lower levels of engagement in the profession for those
new teachers who stayed in teaching, evidential of decreased self-efficacy (Ansley et al., 2018).
Isolation was found to be a contributing factor to job dissatisfaction, low confidence in teaching
effectiveness, and missed connections to the profession of teaching (Reeves et al., 2017). High
levels of stress, a sense of powerlessness, school climate, and teacher burnout may negatively
influence a teacher’s level of self-efficacy (Ansley et al., 2018; Collie et al., 2012; Pearson &
Moomaw, 2005).
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On the other hand, opportunities for collaboration and participatory decision-making
empower teachers, thereby increasing engagement, developing capacity, and feeding a positive
sense of self-efficacy (Bangs & Frost, 2012; Pearson & Moomaw, 2005; Tschannen-Morn &
Barr, 2004). Collie and Martin (2016) suggest that when a teacher believes in their own
effectiveness, or competence, as a teacher, that belief yields positive evidence of their
effectiveness through adaptability, creative innovation, and, ultimately, student achievement.
Rurality
A 2018 Gallup poll was conducted to determine where people would most like to live in
the U. S., given the choices of a big city, small city, suburb of a big city, suburb of a small city, a
town, or rural area (Newport, 2018). The top choice, particularly among those aged 50+, was a
rural area with 27% preference (Newport, 2018). Living in a suburb of a big city was second
with 21% (Newport, 2018). Interestingly, the U. S. Department of Agriculture (Perdue, 2017)
reported an estimated rural population of 46 million people in 2017, with a slight increase in
rural dwellers in 2019 following a six-year population decline (Cromartie et al., 2020), Living in
rural areas no longer indicates living on a farm, however. Approximately, only 2% of the
population live on farms, evidence of an historical migration from rural to urban areas (Newport,
2018; Parker, 2018). Of the total U.S. land mass, 72% is classified as rural (Perdue, 2017).
The concept of rurality has identifiable characteristics beyond space and place. Rural
areas have attracted white residents over any other race, with a reported 80% of children being
identified as Caucasian (Newport, 2019; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005). Hispanic
populations have been growing in rural areas, especially in the South (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2005). Newport (2019) reported that “the higher one’s level of formal education, the
lower the desire to live in a rural area” (p. 6). Rural area residents are more than twice as likely
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to self-identify as Republicans than Democrats or Independents (Newport, 2019). On average,
rural residents will travel 11.3 miles to a hospital with an Intensive Care Unit; the transport
distance in metro areas is 0.3 miles (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005). Additionally, 20.2%
of rural adults have no health insurance as compared to 10.5% of metro-dwelling adults (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2005).
Furthermore, over 23% of rural residents between the ages of 20-84 have underlying
health problems, while only 3% of metro residents report similar health problems (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2005). In 2003, 2.7 million rural children were poor, representing
36% of rural poor families (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005). Poverty rates, in general in
2018, were reported at 16.1% for rural/non-metro areas and 12.6% for metro areas (Cromartie et
al., 2020). Due to high poverty, it is more common for rural children to receive food stamps and
free or reduced-price school lunches than children in metro areas indicating possible food
insecurity (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005). In 2004, 24% of non-metro children under
age 18 lived in mother-only families, which showed an increase from the previous survey
completed in 2000 (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005). Considering the expanse of sparsely
populated rural land combined with decreasing rural populations, high poverty levels, and rural
teacher shortages, a continual conundrum exists for rural schools (Newport, 2018; Parker et al.,
2018; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005; Cromartie et al., 2020).
Rural demographics, specifically related to Minnesota, indicate an unfavorable trend with
decreasing population over the next 20 to 30 years (Asche, 2019). Another trend worth watching
is the in-migration of 30-49 year old people across greater Minnesota (Asche, 2019). Education,
health industry services, and agriculture comprise the top three areas of employment across rural
Minnesota (Asche, 2019). Lacking for rural residents in Minnesota are positions in the
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professional and business service industries (Asche, 2019). Specifically, including the counties
represented in this research study, the following summarizes the top five employment sectors in
Southwest Minnesota: Education and Health Services (23.9%); Trade, Transportation, and
Utilities (18.2%), Manufacturing (16.0%), Farm Employment (10.0%, and Leisure and
Hospitality (7.2%) (Asche, 2019). The Minnesota Department of Health (2017) tracks levels of
poverty due the direct impact poverty has on health issues. According to the US Census Bureau
(2017), “a family of two adults and two children was below the poverty threshold if their annual
household income was less than $24,858.” The poverty level in Minnesota has been dropping
since 2014 and now indicates that approximately 12% of Minnesotan children under 18 years of
age live in poverty as compared to 22.2% nationwide (Housing Assistance Council, 2012;
Minnesota Department of Health, 2017).
The Rural Teaching Experience
Rural schools play an important role in the U. S. educational system. One out of every
nine U.S. schools is designated as rural, with total rural school enrollment estimated at 8.9
million students (Latterman & Steffes, 2017). Simply because of their geographical location,
rural school district leaders and teachers face several challenges unique to rurality which feeds
the “rural-urban gap” existing in education (Barton, 2012; Gallo & Beckman, 2016; Ingersoll,
2003; Maranto & Shuls, 2012). Shortfalls in teacher preparation programs, failing to prepare
future teachers for the authentic and unique experience of teaching in a rural community, is a
notable problem (Barton, 2012; Gallo & Beckman, 2016; Latterman & Steffes, 2017; Pua et al.,
2018). Salary disparity between urban and rural teachers is evident initially as teachers enter the
field and continues for career teachers, as rural teachers are consistently paid less than their
metro professional peers (Latterman & Steffes, 2027; Monk, 2007; Osterholm et al., 2006; Pua et
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al., 2018). Rural teachers are required to fill multiple roles beyond classroom duties, increasing
stress, workload, and potential burnout (Goldring et al., 2014; Latterman & Steffes, 2017;
Rentner & Kober, 2016).
Teachers working under “special permission” status in Minnesota is a common
occurrence in rural schools. In 2019, Minnesota EDR #8, the focus of this study, had 6.7% of
teachers teaching out of their field via special permissions and 0.2% were teaching out of
compliance for a total of 123 teachers working under variant circumstances (Wilder Research,
2019). With limited expertise necessary to fill certain highly specialized roles, such as in special
education, science, English language, or music classrooms, special permission licenses may
negatively impact teachers’ self-efficacy, students’ achievement, and teachers’ job satisfaction
(Maranto & Shuls, 2012; Pua et al., 2018; Warner-Griffin et al., 2018).
Providing professional development opportunities is challenging due to scheduling,
availability of opportunities relevant to the diversity and complexity of a rural context,
availability of substitute teachers for classroom coverage, and cost to rural school districts (Gallo
& Beckman, 2016; Wilder Research, 2019). In Minnesota, service cooperatives provide
assistance to their member schools by organizing meaningful and cost-effective professional
development throughout the school year. Rural educators must be able to work, grow, and
maintain a sense of well-being in a context of isolation, such as the isolation of a single silo
standing in a distant field (Blanchet & Bakkegard, 2018; Burton et al., 2013; Ulferts, 2016).
Disruptions to Educational Systems
History illustrates that economic, environmental, civil, and medical disruptions have
negatively impacted the education of generations of children across the globe (Dryden-Peterson,
2020; Pingo & Jones, 2020). Disruptions to educational systems often result in school closures
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(U. S. Department of Justice, 1998). School closures in a time of crises are not novel
experiences, and historical crises have revealed several interesting points common to any
disruption in educational services (Dryden-Peterson, 2020). Commonalities include: the purpose
of reducing eminent danger; closures last longer than expected; closures provide an opportunity
to teach critical thinking; isolation demonstrates an increased need for children’s sense of
belonging and purpose; opportunities to teach children about safety and planning for the future;
expanded teachers’ needs for both support and autonomy; and the opening up of new
opportunities for transformation and possibility thinking (Dryden-Peterson, 2020).
When families face financial concerns due to loss of jobs or increased taxes, children
suffer (Pinto & Jones, 2020). As family incomes decrease or disappear, there is the potential for
an associated increase in crime rates, suicides, health and mortality outcomes, and a reduction in
“participation in political and social institutions” (Barr et al., 2012; Pinto & Jones, 2020)—all of
which can negatively impact students’ educational engagement. Economically, when
governments face a financial crisis, there is typically a reduction in educational spending for
schools (Evans et al., 2019). Education cuts imposed on states in the late 2000s due to what has
been called “The Great Recession” continue to negatively impact students (Evans et al., 2019;
Leachman & Mai, 2014; Strauss, 2020). In 2008, for example, Florida and North Carolina cut
per pupil spending by $3,000 (Strauss, 2020). Many programs that were cut or reduced were
never fully refunded while student needs continued to grow (Strauss, 2020). As a result of
depressed school revenue from state and local streams, school districts have cut electives or
special programs in an effort to reduce staffing, thereby increasing class sizes (Chen, 2020).
Approximately 300,000 school employees lost their jobs nationwide during the Great Recession
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(Evans et al., 2019). Evans et al. found that high-poverty districts experienced an inequitable
share of funding and staffing cuts.
Environmental catastrophes have the potential of wreaking havoc with the effectiveness
of school systems to educate children. Droughts across the globe hinder educational efforts. In
Angola, children must often stay home from school to protect their families’ livestock and to
retrieve water for survival (Prates, 2019). School closings in Cunene, Angola, due to absenteeism
related to family hardships, have caused a serious disruption to no less than 70% of the
province’s 214,000 students (Prates, 2019, p. 2). Since the 2002-2003 school year, wildfires in
California have closed schools for a cumulative total of 21,442 days in over 6,000 schools
(Lardieri, 2019). A 2016 study conducted by Spencer, Polachek, and Strohl investigated the
impact of hurricanes on academic achievement in the Caribbean. The researchers found that
hurricanes, identified as exogenous and random events, occurring during months of school
attendance interrupt classroom learning continuity, increase absenteeism, and negatively impact
assessment scores (Spencer et al., 2016). Test scores were negatively impacted specifically in the
science areas for secondary students (Spencer et al., 2016). Hurricane Katrina left her mark on
education in the South with many children not returning to school until the following school year
(Hill, 2020). Following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina, many families suffered a period of
instability with frequent moves in the first few months following the disaster. Twenty percent of
school-aged children missed more than ten days a month on average or were not enrolled in a
school at all following the trauma of the hurricane (Wade, 2017). After five years, Wade noted
that 34% of hurricane-displaced children were retained in a grade, which is 15% higher than the
average retention rate in the South.
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Civil unrest disrupts the lives of people and negatively impacts the delivery of instruction
for students. During the Minneapolis riots of 2020, following the death of George Floyd, in spite
of heightened safety and security measures, a charter school superintendent reported that violent
crowds broke windows, looted materials, and made numerous efforts to burn down the school
(Jokich, 2020). Eventually the school building was destroyed by water damage and flooding and
the school was relocated to the Mall of America for the 2020-21 school year (Jokich, 2020). The
incident was a devastating educational disruption for students and staff. When there is civil
unrest, chaos, or confusion in a community, schools may provide a sense of normalcy and
familiarity for students and their families (Soler, 2015). Following the 2014 police shooting of a
young Black man in Ferguson, MO, civil unrest ensued for several months (Gershenson &
Hayes, 2016). Researchers Gershenson and Hayes (2016) studied the impact of civic unrest on
student development and achievement for students attending Ferguson-area schools. The
researchers found a statistically significant negative impact on student achievement, with
declines in math and reading in Ferguson-area schools relative to other schools in the St. Louis
geographic area (Gershenson & Hayes, 2016). Absenteeism was 5% higher in the Ferguson-area
schools as compared to neighboring schools, and represents lost instructional time (Gershenson
& Hayes, 2016).
Healthwise, medical emergencies such as the 2009 H1N1 flu pandemic, 2014-16 Ebola
outbreak in Africa, and the most recent 2020 COVID-19 pandemic have created disruptions that
span financial, educational, and social systems. The operation of vaccination clinics and
provision of related health services during the H1N1 flu pandemic cost school districts in terms
of labor and finances (Asay et al., 2012). School closures force changes in business and industry
as caregivers are needed in the homes, increasing employment absenteeism (Sdique et al., 2008).
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The investment of time spent by educators for pandemic planning, training, and networking
potentially reduced direct instructional time and rerouted funding intended for direct instruction
(Chapman et al., 2014; Sadique et al., 2008).
Educational Responses to the COVID-19 Pandemic
Governmental Guidance
President Donald Trump (2020) addressed the nation on March 11, 2020, regarding the
United State’s response to the COVID-19 outbreak, providing broad guidance on school
closures, masking, social distancing, and gatherings. Governor Tim Walz (2020) addressed the
state of Minnesota with Emergency Executive Order 20-01introducing the interdepartmental
collaboration of Minnesota Department of Health and other governmental agencies, such as
Minnesota Department of Education, to promote the flow of information and the safety of
Minnesotans. Emergency Executive Order 20-02 (Walz, 2020) specifically mandated a school
closure period from March 18 through March 27, 2020, for the purposes of planning for social
distancing in school and possible distance learning. On March 25, 2020, Governor Walz (2020)
authorized the Commissioner of Education to close schools to student attendance and implement
a distance learning period through May 4, 2020, with specific provisions for student instruction,
meals, and childcare for essential workers via Emergency Executive Order 20-19. Schools were
notified that they were allowed to bypass annual standardized assessments the 2020-2021 school
year (Walz, 2020). Changes continued when mandated distance learning was extended through
the end of the 2020-2021 school year through Emergency Executive Order 20-41 (Walz, 2020).
School Responses
Distance learning. The decisions of Minnesota’s governmental leaders regarding
distance learning provided eight days of planning for public schools (Walz, 2020). Teachers,
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paras, janitors, administrators, and technology teams worked diligently to research distance
learning models, collaborate on grade-level planning, purchase supplies, establish necessary
protocols, upload computer programs, prepare learning packets, communicate with parents, and
set up online classrooms. Expectant about the students returning to the classrooms, staff were,
necessarily, planning for both in-person and distance learning scenarios. Minnesota’s school
closure guidance included distance learning requirements, such as equitable delivery of
instruction, student privacy, childcare programs, and training for staff, all of which were
extremely difficult to develop with a level of excellence in eight days and minimal training
(Kurtz, 2020; Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). Publisher curriculum guides provided
pacing guides for classroom instruction but did not address distance learning models of
instruction at that time. Many schools had not implemented e-learning or online classes at the
time of school closure, so students had developed little capacity to be successful in a distance
learning model. The rush to shift away from in-person teaching necessitated the learning of new
technologies and systems, which caused teachers and technology personnel stress (Kurtz, 2020).
Distance learning is synonymous with remote learning with the student participating from
a space outside of the school building. Instruction during distance learning is delivered as a daily
program or can be combined with in-person learning creating a hybrid learning model. Teachers
deliver instruction asynchronously with students working on their own at their own pace using
videos, books, and packets or synchronously with direct teacher, and often peer, contact through
an online, or virtual, platform. During the transition to distance learning, teachers and students
needed to build capacity to participate in distance learning effectively. Student engagement,
attendance, and grading were concerns regarding student progress during the unprecedented
spring 2020 transition to distance learning (Kurtz, 2020).
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Distance Learning Feedback
As teachers reflected on their remote teaching experiences during the COVID-19
transition to distance learning, surveys provided an opportunity for them to express their
concerns and opinions (Kurtz, 2020). A national survey found that morale for teachers suffered
during distance learning with 66% of teachers reporting lower morale in April of 2020, as
compared to morale prior to the onset of distance learning (Kurtz, 2020). Kurtz (2020) suggested
that multiple factors impacted the decline in morale, including isolation, loneliness, computer
glitches, and lack of routine. Kurtz also reported that 90% of the teachers surveyed reported that
they were delivering instruction to and communicating with students and parents in April, an
increase from only 74% of teachers at the onset of distance learning. Kurtz found that over a fifth
of students surveyed were not engaging in school, especially in high poverty areas showing high
truancy rates, highlighting an equity concern for educators. It was also noted that math and
English were critical subjects in which students were falling behind and that student
accountability was handled differently in various districts and by individual teachers (Kurtz,
2020).
Relationships matter, technology is important, educators are worried about their students,
students’ families, and themselves, and learning occurred for educators are some of the key
findings of a May to June survey of 13,077 Minnesota educators conducted by the University of
Minnesota College of Education and Human Development (Pekel et al., 2020). Teachers
reported that student engagement and connecting with families were problematic (Mueller, 2020;
Pekel et al., 2020). Teachers also struggled with collaboration and connecting with coworkers,
producing loneliness (Pekel et al., 2020). Sixty-three percent of teachers surveyed indicated that
they spent more time working during distance learning than when they were instructing in person
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as they needed to communicate with students outside of regular school hours and spent extra
time planning, in essence, always “being on” (Bushweller, 2020; Pekel et al., 2020; Schwartz,
2020). While teachers spent more time learning how to use technology to reach their students,
nine out of ten teachers interviewed also reported spending more time troubleshooting
technology issues (Bushweller, 2020). Supporting the needs of English language learners and
special education students was very challenging, and teachers were unclear as to how to assess
equitably and authentically (Pekel et al., 2020). Forty-seven percent, or 11,520 teachers stated
that they worried a great deal about the pandemic and distance learning interfering with their
ability to be successful (Pekel et al., 2020).
At the request of the Minnesota Department of Education, the University of Minnesota’s
Wisconsin-Minnesota Comprehensive (2020) facilitated feedback sessions with 25 stakeholder
groups from across the state. The feedback may provide guidance to the Minnesota Department
of Education in future undertakings. Critical findings emerged from across stakeholder groups:
1) reliable internet access and bandwidth was a problem, 2) using different online platforms and
varied instructional delivery models created confusion, 3) synchronous teaching on a daily basis
provided much needed student-teacher interaction, 4) guidance and information from the
Minnesota Department of Education was not provided in a timely and effective manner, and 5)
special education services and accommodations were not delivered consistently or effectively
(University of Minnesota’s Wisconsin-Minnesota Comprehensive, 2020).
The authors suggested by the participants that Minnesota Department of Education
should provide template language for contracts and written agreements, as well as, providing
increased flexibility to school administrators in dealing with teacher licensure, curriculum
content, teacher evaluations, standards-based accountability and assessment, and funding streams
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(University of Minnesota’s Wisconsin-Minnesota Comprehensive, 2020). Teacher groups
focused on continuity of programming, streamlining technology, identifying power standards,
developing online learning skills, and the social-emotional learning of students (Schleicher,
2020; University of Minnesota’s Wisconsin-Minnesota Comprehensive, 2020).
The Minnesota Department of Education (2020) conducted a statewide survey of
families’ experiences with distance learning, producing over 130,000 completed responses.
When asked how they would rate their experience with distance learning, 52.6% of families
reported that the experience was either “bad” or “very bad” (Minnesota Department of
Education, 2020). When asked what went well with distance learning, over 60% of families
indicated access to the internet, access to technology, and communication from teachers. The top
three challenges documented showed that students did not feel empowered (47.4%), there were
mental health challenges due to COVID (40.1%), and the lessons were hard to understand
(37.8%) (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). Sixty-four percent of the respondents
expressed comfort with sending their students back to school and, of that number, 94.4% wanted
their children in school full-time (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020).
Educators understand that distance learning comes at a price, and that there are academic
and social-emotional losses for the students when schools close, adding to teachers’ levels of
emotional stress (Garcia & Weiss, 2020; Hill, 2020; Levinson et al., 2020; Schleicher, 2020).
Teachers and administrators expressed concern about fulfilling contractual obligations and the
effectiveness of teacher observation and evaluation during distance learning (Barker, 1992).
Furthermore, it is evident that learning time in school matters for all students, yet school closures
increase the suffering of students and teachers from marginalized groups by increasing social,
economic, and racial injustice (d’Orville, 2020; Garcia & Weiss, 2020; Levinson et al., 2020;
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Martinez, 2020). Distance learning magnifies inequities in instruction, technology, and
assessment, further perpetuating the big divide in the quality of education among all students
(Burnette, 2020; Bushweller, 2020). Reflecting on decisions surrounding the topic of distance
learning forces educational leaders to take a second look at how it is being carried out in their
schools for the purposes of safety, success, and equity (H. Mueller, personal communication,
June 10, 2020).
Rural Challenges with Distance Learning.
Rural schools are unique from their urban and suburban counterparts due to geographical
remoteness and natural isolation of rural areas (Irwin et al., 2010; Owens et al., 2009). Owens et
al. (2009) confirmed that there are barriers to providing authentic learning experiences for
students who are geographically isolated (Irvin et al., 2010). Problems with access to reliable
internet services and adequate broadband speed, in addition to spotty cell phone service, cause
interruptions to learning which can be frustrating to students, their families, and teachers (Kelly,
2020). The Minnesota Legislature set a 2026 statewide goal of 100 megabits per second (Mbps)
download and 20 mbps upload (Minnesota Rural Broadband Coalition, 2020). Broadband
availability data from 2019 reported that 85.98% of all Minnesota households statewide have
access to those speeds, however, only 68.43% of rural households have access at that level.
Considering Minnesota EDR #8, the focus of this study, less than 50% of households have
access to desired broadband speeds (Minnesota Rural Broadband Coalition, 2020). Some
teachers and students in rural areas were forced to rely on often-unreliable hotspots or drive to
internet-rich areas and work from their cars to complete distance learning tasks (Eischens, 2020;
Kelly, 2020; NPR, 2020). Burying fiber optic cables across large expanses of rural land takes
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more than money, it takes infrastructure, time, and manpower, all of which can be in short supply
in rural areas, especially during rapidly changing pandemic conditions (Kelly, 2020; NPR, 2020).
Owens et al. (2009) noted that “distance students were more likely to have insecurities
about learning” and the insecurities were heightened for students living in remote areas who
depend, almost entirely, on the school setting for their peer socialization (p. 56). Additional
insecurities were identified as related to food (MREA, 2020). Despite federal funding of free
meals to students during the Spring 2020 COVID school closure, delivery of meals to students
caused financial strains on rural schools by means of transportation costs for drivers, vehicles,
disposable containers, and fuel (MREA, 2020). Other rural constraints to students’ learning in a
distance learning model include declining enrollments, limited resources, socioeconomically
disadvantaged populations, teacher turnover, limited available of advanced courses, and
problems providing instruction and assessment for hands-on classes, such as agriculture, food
science, auto mechanics, and welding, which are popular courses in rural areas (Gemin et al.,
2018; MREA, 2020).
School closures and the transition to distance learning put a strain on rural families
searching for childcare or homecare for their children. Regardless of the mandated provision of
childcare at schools for essential workers, rural families often live many miles from the school or
work in a different town and work swing shifts and cannot get their children to the school
building for childcare (Walz, 2020). When younger children are left at home with older siblings,
it can be a challenge for all of the children to successfully engage in distance learning whether
synchronous or asynchronous (Red Rock Central School District, 2020). Several counties in
Southwest Minnesota have been facing childcare crises, even prior to the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic which has increased the need for childcare (Werner, 2019).

55
The landscape of education is changing dramatically and rapidly (Gewertz, 2020).
Teachers have been and will continue to be on the frontlines of these systemic educational
changes. Questions need to be raised as to how teachers can be supported at the national, state,
local, district, and school levels in the days ahead. Conversations focused on what education
must look like in the coming decade must be held among all stakeholders in order to equitably
and effectively meet the needs of all students (Gewertz, 2020).
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Chapter III: Methodology
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain an understanding of the lived
experiences of rural southwest Minnesota teachers as they quickly transitioned to distance
learning due to the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020. In addition, this study intended to
“adopt a critical and thoughtful approach to research” and identify any changes in teachers’
professional identities and desires to remain in the field of education within the evolving climate
of instructional delivery (Hammond & Wellington, 2013, p. viii). This chapter includes the
following sections: Research Method and Design; Research Questions; Researcher Positionality;
Sampling Design; Research Setting; Instrumentation and Protocols; Field Test and Practice
Interview; Data Collection; Data Analysis; Limitations, Delimitations, and Assumptions; and
Ethical Considerations.
Research Methods and Design
Qualitative research is rich in descriptive, narrative text and extends beyond numerical
data by adding an intimacy and depth to participants’ responses and subsequent data analysis
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Words and pictures are the
raw data in qualitative research (Creswell, 2014). Merriam and Tisdell identified four main
characteristics of qualitative research: focus on meaning and understanding, researcher as
primary instrument, inductive process, and detailed, thick description. There are also
corresponding characteristics of qualitative researchers, as they see life through questioning eyes,
trust the qualitative research process, and are comfortable with the iterative nature of qualitative
investigation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Qualitative researchers are able to observe as a
systemic process, ask open-ended questions and follow-up probes naturally, think in a way that
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can assign raw data to categories inductively, understand the importance of positivist
summations as part of analysis and interpretation, and are comfortable writing at length (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2016; Hammond & Wellington, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The focus of a qualitative study in the social sciences is subjective in nature and centers
on the opinions, feelings, and behaviors of people (actors) in response to an experience or
phenomenon (context) (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). The perspectives of the participants include the
lenses used to explore and interpret an experience or phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative
research, being both inquiry-based and inductive by design, is well suited to the field of
education when the meanings participants have ascribed to their experiences are the treasures to
be unearthed (Creswell, 2014).
Qualitative studies using a transcendental phenomenological research tradition are
particularly effective at giving voice to persons who experienced a specific and novel
phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Transcendental phenomenology describes the essence, or the
nature, of experiencing a phenomenon” (Flipp, 2016). In this research study, the novel, yet
commonly experienced, phenomenon is that of modified instructional practices being
implemented in the spring of 2020 in Minnesota as the result of the COVID-19 pandemic (Walz,
2020). The actors are teachers who participated in the transition to distance learning during the
spring of 2020. While distance learning persisted throughout much of Minnesota at the time of
this writing, the researcher studied the lived experiences of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers
as they reflected on their time of transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020.
Phenomenological research methods allow each study participant to share their
experience from a first-person, highly personal perspective maintaining the essence of the
experience (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Flipp, 2016). The researcher served as the research
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instrument, using semi-formal interviews with open-ended questions and probes, allowing the
iterative process to progress naturally (Creswell, 2014). Deviations from the interview protocol
and research plan did occur, and, according to Orcher (2014) actually “might be welcome” due
to the evolving nature of the researcher’s search for meaning (p. 55). Quality systemic
phenomenological research, through an interpretive process, may reveal more about a
phenomena or topic than prior to the research being conducted (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Research Questions
Three research questions guided this qualitative, phenomenological study.
Research Question 1: What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota
teachers in their transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of
2020?
Research Question 2: How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional
identities of rural Minnesota teachers?
Research Question 3: How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota
teachers’ views of their future employment in education?
Researcher’s Positionality
The researcher’s positionality is defined by St. Louis and Calabrese Barton (2002) as “the
relational place or value one has that influences and is influenced by varying contexts” (p. 2).
The subjectivity and biases of the researcher are intimate characteristics of the researcher’s
positionality. Positionality is directly linked to location “within shifting networks of
relationships” within common contexts (St. Louis & Calabrese Barton, 2002, p. 2). Positionality
is a place of reception, perspective, and influence, with the potential to impact qualitative
research findings. The real and perceived positionality of the researcher must be accounted for
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during the research process as a means of maintaining credibility. Reflectivity is a desirable
characteristic of qualitative researchers (Creswell, 2014; Hampton & Reeping, 2019). Creswell
also summarized that “good qualitative research contains comments by the researcher(s) about
how their interpretation of the findings is shaped by their background” (2014, p. 202).
During the time of data collection, the researcher was employed as an elementary
principal in a rural Southwest Minnesota school district. Having been a rural Minnesota
administrator for the past six years, the researcher was connected to the rural educational
landscape. The researcher had a vested interest in better understanding the experiences of rural
southwest teachers during the transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020, as the data has
the potential to inform future decisions and provide guidance to better serve the staff, and
ultimately the students and their families, in the school and community. The researcher also
worked closely with rural Minnesota teachers in the school where she was employed as they
navigated the highs and lows of the transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020. The
researcher has 30+ years of teaching experience in urban and rural schools in Iowa and
Minnesota, both public and private settings, covering PreK-12 grades. The researcher was
previously employed by a private college as an adjunct professor in the education department.
These experiences had the potential of influencing the researcher’s perspectives.
In order to limit positional bias influences on this research study, the researcher used selfdisclosure, reflection, and reflexivity to identify biases, personal views, and previous knowledge
throughout the research study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Orcher, 2015). The researcher’s
observation and reflexive notes are a permanent part of the research study (Appendix A).
Sampling Design
Purposive sampling is an important aspect of qualitative research studies (Bogden &
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Biklen, 2016; Orcher, 2014). This study invoked purposive criterion sampling due to the specific
geographic and participant criterion, intent of the research questions, and inductive nature of the
phenomenological tradition (Bogden & Biklen, 2016; Orcher, 2014; Patten, 2017). In a
qualitative research study, “as few as a dozen or less” participants could produce significant
amounts of data for the emergence of critical themes and deep analysis (Orcher, 2014, p. 59).
The criteria for participant selection are more important than the quantity of participants (Orcher,
2014). One goal of the purposive sampling design is to attempt to garner participants that “reflect
the diversity of the population of interest” (Orcher, 2014, p. 59).
A total of 12 teachers participated in the study. The sample consisted of teachers from
three selected Minnesota counties, all of which are part of Economic Development Region #8
(EDR #8). Economic Development Region #8 (EDR #8) is described below in the section
labeled “Research Setting”. Specific work criteria had been established for participation. New
teachers, with less than five years of teaching experience, and those teachers nearing retirement,
with over 25 years of experience, were not included in the sample in order to provide clear
perspectives for the second research question regarding teachers’ professional identity and future
in the field of education. Selected participants were considered to be an experienced or career
teacher if they had 5 to 25 years of teaching experience. The parameters were set because it is
possible that newer teachers with fewer than 5 years of teaching experience may not have fully
developed their professional identities nor have a solid point of reference for traditional
classroom instruction. At the top end, those teachers having more than 25 years of teaching
experience may be thinking about retirement and more apt to readily surrender their teacher
identity than their peers who are farther away from retirement age and are still engaged in career
development.
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Teachers selected for participation had been teaching in a rural public school in
Economic Development Region #8 (described in the section titled “Research Setting”) during the
spring of 2020. Teachers selected had experienced the transition from traditional teaching
methods, synchronous in-person instruction in a brick-and-mortar setting, to a distance learning
instructional delivery model during the spring of 2020. The participants worked in school
districts having a total student body population of less than 1,000, including preschool through
12th grade students. The maximum student population criterion was established to ensure the
participants worked in decidedly rural school districts. The majority of schools in Economic
Development Region #8 had student body enrollments of under 1,000 at the time of this study.
Table 1
Participants’ Demographics
Teachers’
Pseudony
m
A
B

# Years
Teaching
22
8

C
D

25
17

E
F
G

5
15
25

H
I

25
19

J
K
L

Highest
Degree

Gender

Level
Taught

Subject
Areas

Lake
River

#3
#3

Prairie
River

#1
#3

River
Prairie
Grasslan
d
River
Field

#3
#1
#1

Lake
Grasslan
d
Lake

#3
#1

F
M

HS
MS/HS

F
F

Elem.
K-12

Math
Social
Studies
General
Music

F
F
F

HS
HS
K-12

English
Science
Phy. Ed.

F
M

MS/HS
HS

Math
Science

16
25

Master’s
Bachelor’
s
Master’s
Bachelor’
s
Master’s
Master’s
Bachelor’
s + 60
Master’s
Bachelor’
s + 18
Master’s
Master’s

F
F

HS
Elem.

English
General

20

Master’s

M

MS/HS

Social
Studies

County

School

#3
#2

#3
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A further examination of participant demographic data gave a more detailed view of their
work experience. Years of teaching for the study participants ranged from 5-25 years, with an
average of 18.5 years of teaching. Eleven of the 12 teachers (92%) interviewed had taught in
rural schools for their entire career. Nine of the 12 (75%) interviewees were female and three
(25%) were male. Eight participants (67%) were middle/high school teachers. Two teachers
(16.5%) taught Kindergarten through 12th grade and two teachers (16.5%) were specifically
serving elementary populations. With regard to teacher education, eight of the 12 (67%) held
master’s degrees. Four of the 12 (33%) held bachelor’s degrees or bachelor’s degrees plus
additional hours. One teacher (8%) taught in two different buildings in the same district. Ttwo of
the teachers in the study were serving as teachers’ union presidents. For the purposes of this
study and to maintain confidentiality, the teachers interviewed were assigned a letter from A-L
which was used when describing their personal experiences or sharing direct quotations.
Research Setting
The setting, or research landscape, was rural Southwest Minnesota and was purposefully
narrowed using historically established Minnesota Economic Development Regions (EDR). EDR
#8 was selected because of this researcher’s interest in the educational systems in this particular
area of Minnesota. EDR #8 is made up of nine counties, of which three counties were selected
for this research study. All participants were employed as teachers in public schools in one of the
three counties. Each public school provided PreK-12 services and had a total student body of less
than 1,000. School districts included in this study were assigned a pseudonym to maintain
confidentiality for participants and their school districts.
A rural principal from Economic Development Region #8, the researcher was familiar
with the schools in the selected area. The researcher ascertained, through publicly accessible
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school websites, names and email addresses for teachers in the five schools listed in Table 1 to
create a database (Hammond & Wellington, 2013). The first 12 teachers who responded
expressing a desire to participate in the study and met the criteria were chosen for the research
study.
Emails were sent to potential participants introducing the researcher and providing an
overview of the research study (Appendix B). The potential participants were asked to respond
via email if they met the years of teaching criteria and had interest in participating in the research
study. The researcher emailed interested teachers to articulate, in more detail, the research study
and participation expectations and to set interview times. While in-person interviews were
offered, all 12 participants opted for online interviews using Google Meet.
Demographic Information
Patten (2017) claims that demographic information helps readers visualize important
information related to a place and creates reference points regarding relevant aspects of a setting.
Demographic information assists readers in becoming more familiar with the study participants
through the context of place (Patten, 2017).
Table 2
School District Data
School District (Pseudonym)
School Population
Grassland
<500
Prairie
>500
Field
>500
Lake
<500
River
<500
Notes. All demographic data for schools was retrieved from niche.com on 11/13/2020.
The U. S. Census Bureau (2020) provided the following demographic information for the
selected counties in EDR #8.

64
Table 3
County Data
County
(Pseudonym)

2010 Population
(to nearest 1,000)

2019 Population
(to nearest 1,000)

Under 18 yr.

Square Miles
(to nearest 100)

#1
<12,000
>11,000
<25%
>600
#2
<8,000
>8,000
<25%
>700
#3
>16,000
>15,000
<25%
<900
Note. In each county, the percentage of the population identified as children, under the age of 18
years, was relatively consistent among the three selected counties in both 2010 and 2019.
The Flavor of Rural Southwest Minnesota
It is difficult to describe the differences between rural Minnesota and its urban and
suburban complementary areas without considering landscape. Minnesota poet and essayist Bill
Holm was raised in the southwest corner of the state. He was also an English professor at
Southwest Minnesota State University (SMSU) in Marshall, MN. Holm had a flair for writing
and penned many lovely pieces about his neck of the woods in Minnesota. One particular poetic
essay brilliantly describes rural Minnesota and aligns with the researcher’s view of the
landscape: Horizontal Grandeur (Holm, 1990). Here are a few selected excerpts to savor.
“Prairies, like mountains, stagger the imagination most not in detail, but in size. As a
mountain is high, a prairie is wide; horizontal grandeur.”
“People neglect prairies as scenery because they require time and patience to
comprehend…like a long symphony by Bruckner or Mahler, prairie unfolds gradually, reveals
itself a mile at a time.”
“It was a clear night, lit by a brilliant moon turning blowing grasses silver. I saw for
miles – endless strings of yard lights, stars fallen into the grove tops.”
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The beauty of Bill Holm’s words must be accompanied by visuals to provide the reader a
true view of rural life in Southwest Minnesota.
In addition to demographic data and descriptive narratives, photography is another means
of creating context for readers and creating accurate mental images (Patten, 2017; Scarles, 2010).
Figures 1 to 22 were taken in Minnesota counties located in EDR #8.
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Figure 1

Figure 2

Water Tower

Sunset Horizon

Figure 3

Figure 4

Patriotism on the Square

Tin Storage

Figure 5

Figure 6

Kitten

Kindergarten Graduation Parade Spectators
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Figure 7

Figure 8

Striking Sun

Harvested Field

Figure 9

Figure 10

Corn Storage

Striped Sky

Figure 11

Figure 12

Waiting on Main Street

Rows of Hay Rolls
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Figure 13

Figure 14

Deserted Main Drag

Farmers’ Market

Figure 15

Figure 16

Single Silo

Winter Desolation

Figure 17

Figure 18

Family of Silos

Farm Dogs
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Figure 19

Figure 20

Winter Driving

Faith in the Field Concert

Figure 21

Figure 22

Apple Pressing Time

Well-Positioned Hungry Cat

Instrumentation and Protocols
It is critical to note that the role of the researcher is central to qualitative research and is a
distinguishing characteristic, differentiating qualitative research from quantitative research
(Patten, 2017). The researcher was the primary research instrument in both data collection and
data analysis in this qualitative research (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten,
2017). A semi-formal interview protocol (Appendix C) was developed, giving an opportunity for
follow-up questions and providing possible probes to expand interviewee descriptions and
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answers, adding depth of understanding (Patten, 2017). Semi-formal structured interviews have a
relaxed tone and allow for natural conversation to occur. Four ice-breaker questions were
included to facilitate an increased comfort level and relaxed tone.
The interview was considered “anchored” as it was an outgrowth of the experiences and
observations of the researcher in her own school district and of Southwest Minnesota Principal
Cohort conversations held during the spring and summer of 2020 (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Three 2020 educational surveys of teachers were also used as a springboard to question
development for this interview protocol. A national survey tracking the impact of COVID-19 on
schools, in addition to two Minnesota-specific surveys related to distance learning, sought
teacher input on topics such as: changes in teacher morale, student engagement, teacher-student
interactions, teacher stress, student achievement, internet access, communication, equity,
instruction, supports, and testing (Kurtz, 2020; University of Minnesota, 2020; University of
Minnesota’s Wisconsin-Minnesota Comprehensive, 2020).
To ensure alignment between the interview questions and the researcher’s specific
research questions, the protocol included five questions, plus probes, purposefully constructed to
elicit responses related to Research Question #1. Research Question #2 was supported by four
questions with probes. Three questions with probes supported Research Question #3. The final
question on the protocol provided interviewees and opportunity to share anything about their
experience in the spring of 2020 as they transitioned to distance learning.
Field Test and Practice Interview
A practice interview provides an opportunity for the phenomenological researcher to test,
evaluate, and rework interview protocols and processes while practicing interview skills
(Creswell, 2014; Patten, 2017). Practice is important for estimating interview timing, testing for
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content validity of the questions, and evaluating the format of the interview (Creswell, 2014).
The purpose of timing the practice interview is to determine the number of interview sessions
necessary to work through the interview protocol and to adjust the number of questions asked. A
practice interview also assists the researcher at getting to the heart of the research, keeping the
research questions in mind as questions are rewritten, eliminated, or added (Patten, 2017). The
online interview format must also be tested for compatibility with the direction of the research.
Prior to practicing the interview protocol with a participating teacher, the interview
protocol was shared with two field experts who provided excellent feedback via field testing.
Organizational adjustments were made to reduce the length of the protocol, which included
removing similar questions and combining related questions. Reviewing the interview protocol
with the researcher’s dissertation committee also produced some valuable revisioning. The flow
of the interview benefited from reorganization of questions and prompts.
The interview protocol for this research study was practiced with an English teacher from
Red Rock Central School District #2884 in Redwood County, MN. Red Rock Central School
District is in Economic Development Region #8 and has fewer than 1,000 students but was not
included in the pool of districts from which the sample was selected. The English teacher had
been teaching for seven years and taught students in grades 7-10. Initially, an email was sent to
the prospective teacher explaining the study and need for a field test participant. The researcher
and teacher agreed via email to meet on November 16, 2020, at 6:00 p.m. for the online
interview. A Google Meet invitation was sent by the researcher to the teacher.
The researcher opened the Google Meet online at 5:50 p.m. to be sure that everything
was ready and working. The parameters, purpose, and expectations for the field test were shared.
An important aspect of this information was to solicit assistance from the teacher in providing
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critique of the process, questions, and format following the interview. The interview began at
6:03 p.m. The researcher received verbal consent as part of the protocol, before asking any
questions. The teacher had not received any of the questions beforehand. The Google Meet was
recorded. No transcript was created. The teacher used audio, but no video display during the
Google Meet. Ten minutes into the interview, the researcher lost connectivity and needed to
reopen the Google Meet. The second Google Meet was not recorded, an oversight on the part of
the researcher. The participant shared responses willingly and with great detail. She asked for
clarifications on two of the questions. There was a genuine conversational tone present and only
a few of the prompts or follow-up questions needed to be asked because the interviewee was
descriptive in her initial responses. In total, the interview was executed in 54 minutes.
Following the interview, the participant assisted in an evaluative process, making
suggestions for rewording one of the questions she found confusing. When asked if she would
have preferred having the questions ahead of time, she thought a bit and responded that it
depended on what kind of answers for which the researcher was looking. She thought that
sending all of the questions in advance would hinder the natural flow of conversation through the
preparation of scripted answers. The participant suggested that the researcher send only a couple
of broad questions to get other interviewees thinking about the topic beforehand. The interviewee
expressed appreciation for the opportunity to speak about her experience in the spring of 2020.
The teacher also added that her experience in the spring prepared her for the school changes and
continued COVID climate present in the fall of 2020.
In collaboration with this researcher’s Bethel advisor, it was decided to not send exact
interview questions to the participants. There were several challenges and concerns during the
field test which precipitated changes in the data collection/interview protocol. Without a video
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feed providing visual cues, the researcher needed to have a keen ear to evaluate appropriate wait
time before asking the next question. The researcher made interviewees aware that their video
must be on during the interview. The interview questions aligned with the research questions and
purpose of the research study. It was noted that the researcher must secure the interviewee’s
phone number in addition to their email address to reconnect in case there is a technical problem.
The expectations of the researcher were re-evaluated, questions were adjusted for clarity, and a
backup plan was developed for technological glitches, as a result of the practice interview
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). The experience provided an important opportunity for the interviewer
to practice her interviewing skills.
Data Collection
For the qualitative researcher, data collection is an evolving, inductive, ongoing,
and constant comparative method of collecting data (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). When conducting
research with people as subjects, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) must approve the research
study in advance of working with participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Roberts, 2010). The IRB
process began once the researcher submitted the completed IRB application. After the Bethel
EdD Dissertation Proposal Approval Form was submitted and the researcher received the
approval of the IRB, the researcher began contacting potential participants. Bethel University
IRB approval was received by the researcher via email on March 22, 2021 (Appendix D).
Interviews are a common method of collecting data for a qualitative research study
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten, 2017). Building trust is an important step in setting the tone of
each interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten, 2017). As compared to a survey, real time, face
to face interviews, via an online format or in-person setting, help to develop trust between
interviewer and interviewee and allow the researcher to make observations from non-verbal cues

74
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Self-disclosure, according to Patten, is a process the interviewer
works through to enter the interview stage unbiased. This process involves “considering the
research problem in relation to the interviewer’s background and attitudes before conducting the
interviews” (Patten, 2017, p. 163). Ice breaker questions on the interview protocol serve two
purposes: 1) to build trust, which may enhance the conversation and increase responses (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2016), and 2) the ice breaker questions assist the researcher in securing helpful
demographic information, which may benefit the researcher when analyzing, interpreting, and
reporting the data (Patten, 2017). The interview protocol (Appendix D) for this qualitative study
included four ice breaker questions. Some of the data collected via the ice breaker questions is
included in Chapter 4 to provide a comprehensive picture of the sample.
The implementation of semi-structured interviews, while following an established
protocol, allows space for the interviewer to naturally veer off course a bit, moving beyond the
predetermined questions, while staying true to the intent of the research questions (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; Patten 2017). Semi-formal questioning affords the interviewee freedom to expand
their answers within the conversational context and facilitates the iterative process during data
collection. The data was descriptive by design, which helped the researcher develop a
comprehensive picture of the perceptions of the participants and assign meaning to their
responses (Patten, 2017).
The researcher sent out a statement broadly speaking about the topics that will be
discussed during the interview as part of an email reminder to interviewees prior to the interview
(Appendix E). This reminder was an effort to frame the participants’ thinking in advance without
suggesting that any formal preparation would be required.
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As part of the interview protocol, prior to beginning the interview, an informed consent
form was signed and emailed to the researcher and further authorized verbally by the participant
during the online interview (Appendix F). The interview was recorded using Google Meet and
Tactiq. Participants were assigned a letter of the alphabet (A-L) to serve as a pseudonym for
transcript identification, as an aid in maintaining confidentiality (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
It was estimated that each interview would take approximately 60 minutes. Following
completion of the 12 interviews, the length of time for the interviews ranged from 47 minutes to
98 minutes in length. The average length of the 12 interviews was 67.4 minutes. Interviews were
held in real time using Google Meet due to needed social distancing and for the convenience of
the interviewees. Interviews via Google Meet were recorded and transcribed using Tactiq online
services. A total of 181 single-spaced, 12-font pages were collected through the interview
process. A digital recorder was also used as a backup due to the remoteness and internet
connectivity concerns. Observation notes were also taken by the researcher during each
interview and became part of the Observation and Reflexivity Notes (Appendix A). The
observation notes provided additional information for coding and served as a check for accuracy,
providing an opportunity for method triangulation (Mack et al. 2005). Observation notes also
served as an aid in recording and interpreting emotions and “unspoken,” or nonverbal, aspects of
each interview (Mack et al., 2005).
While the researcher originally suggested that nine to 12 teachers would be interviewed,
once saturation, or the point of adequate engagement, occurred with regard to repetitious
responses and the absence of new information or constructs, the researcher planned to
discontinue interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). It was the intent of the researcher, however,
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to “purposefully look for variation in the understanding of the phenomenon” to develop as deep
an understanding of the participants’ experiences as is possible (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.
248), so all 12 interviews were completed. Each interviewee added a novel or confirming piece
of information to the data.
The researcher’s presence during the interview had the potential of influencing
participant responses through follow-up questions, seeking clarifications, personal biases, and
facial expressions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Changes in the behavior of the research participant
is known as the observer effect or Heisenberg effect (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). It was the
researcher’s desire that early exposure to the researcher’s study purpose as noted in the initial
email would minimize the observer effect for participants. With the intent of developing a deep
understanding of the lived experiences of the participants in this phenomenological study, the
researcher as the primary data collection instrument is both appropriate and effective (Bogdan &
Biklen, 2016). It was difficult, due to the organic nature of the interviews and conversational
tones, to remove all researcher biases, as would be natural when using an iterative process and
semi-formal interview format. The researcher was a participating observer adding to the
conversational tone of the interview while continuing to build rapport and meaning (Patten,
2017). Phenomenological researchers are interested in uncovering meaning through
interpretation of collected data, thus emphasizing the more subjective aspects of people’s
behavior (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). Uncovering meaning through analysis involved a review of
the researcher’s observation notes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016: Creswell, 2014).
The researcher read each transcript while listening to the recording of the interview to
check for accuracy, and made any needed corrections (Patten, 2017). Transcriptions were shared
via Google with individual interviewees for member checking (Appendix G) (Merriam &
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Tisdell, 2016; Patten, 2017). Sharing transcriptions with participants afforded them the
opportunity to adjust content as needed to clearly represent their intent and verify the accuracy of
individual transcriptions. Participants were asked to notify the researcher when they had, to their
satisfaction, edited the transcript. The researcher requested that the transcripts be returned within
a week, however, five of the 12 interviewees required reminders to return their transcripts. The
researcher offered to visit with the interviewee over the phone to make edits collaboratively,
should that be preferred by the participant. No participants requested that collaboration.
Realizing that participant perceptions comprise the data to be analyzed in a phenomenological
research study, verifying transcription content assures that accurate data is available for analysis
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
As an enticement for participation, a $25.00 Amazon gift card and thank you note were
mailed to each interviewee following the interview and review of their transcript for accuracy
(Appendix H; Head, 2009; Kelly et al., 2017). Kelly et al. found that “monetary incentives
resulted in greater willingness to participate than no incentive or a non- monetary incentive”
(2017, p. 333). Head suggested that non-payment of an incentive could be considered unethical,
because the researcher should be compensating an interviewee for their valuable time.
Interestingly, four of the interviewees said that the researcher did not need to compensate them
because they enjoyed the opportunity to share and revisit their transition experience. The
researcher thanked them and told them that the gift card was a well-deserved perk for rising
above the challenges of the spring transition and for their willingness to share their experiences.
Data Analysis
The participants’ perspective is a research construct of which the researcher must be
aware and seek to use during analysis, thus putting aside the researcher’s personal observations
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and experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Flipp, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). This “putting
aside” occurred as the researcher participated in bracketing through reflexive journaling during
the data analysis process. The bracketing of the researcher’s presuppositions helped to maintain
the integrity of the data’s meaning as expressed by the interviewees (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016;
Flipp, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “when belief
is temporarily suspended, consciousness itself becomes heightened” (p. 26). A clear
consciousness of the data assigned every aspect of the data equal weight, which allowed for
authentic and unbiased analysis and interpretation, which is the intent of this researcher (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2016). Notably, the researcher was unable to create a pure reflexivity journal, because
reflection and reflexivity occurred in tandem naturally and added to the validity of data
collection and analysis. The journal evolved into a combination of dated journal and observation
notes which worked well for the researcher during data analysis (Appendix A).
Analyzing data involves managing and organizing data through a systematic approach. It
requires the researcher to read and reread the data and work with it intimately, moving from a
general view of the data to a more specific identification of meaningful units of data (Thomas,
2003). Verbatim transcripts of the interviews and interviewer field note entries, comprising the
accumulated textual data, were explored. In some cases, irrelevant information was removed
from the transcripts before being uploaded into NVivo software for analysis, and in other cases,
irrelevant information was simply skipped over in the process of coding. Exploring the texts
through multiple readings, the researcher continued to be open to interesting thoughts, words,
and phrases that occurred organically, using an inductive approach to understanding the data
(Thomas, 2003). As words, phrases, and patterns were noted, the researcher coded these
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meaningful units appropriately into families using the NVivo QSR analysis program (Thomas,
2003).
It was helpful for the researcher to be mindful of the research questions and interview
experiences as coding extended over several work sessions. Themes and patterns began to
emerge as codes were studied and synthesized during the process of making sense of the data
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Thomas, 2003). Emerging themes and patterns helped situate the
research in the current body of literature and provided a framework for understanding the
phenomenon that was being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Thomas, 2003). Being mindful of
disagreements between interviewee responses also provided rich information for the qualitative
researcher as she sought to develop an understanding of participant perceptions in context
(Hammond & Wellington, 2013). For example, within one school district, one interviewee
praised the efforts and communication of the administration while another teacher found the lack
of administrative support and excessive communication to be a frustration.
The researcher considered two questions, in addition to the specific research questions, as
analysis progressed:
1) Do the research findings align with reality, which is ever-changing and multi-faceted?
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016)
2) Are the interpretations and findings aligned with the purposes of the research
undertaken and research questions asked? (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Search queries were made to locate specific words (codes) in other transcripts, and those
references were added to the nodes. Coded data points were continually gathered into families, or
coding categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Thomas, 2003). The researcher returned to the
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research questions frequently while data was analyzed through an iterative process (Thomas,
2003).
Due to the iterative nature of analysis and the semi-formal interview format,
conversations did not align exactly with the research questions in every situation. Interviewee
answers frequently included tangents of additional information that had been sparked by their
own reflection or requests for clarification on the part of the researcher. Those conversational
tangents added depth and cohesion to the collective experience of the rural teachers,which this
researcher deemed as important when reflecting on the purpose of the study. Reflection took
place frequently along the path of analysis as the researcher looked for patterns and themes.The
researcher collaborated with her dissertation advisor for an extended period of time, discussing
the relevance of references, considering appropriate labels, and moving codes around to best
represent teacher responses and intentions. It was determined that some responses, due to their
length, fit into more than one code and that some codes fit under more than one family. The
conversation between the researcher and her advisor led to a determination of collective, overall
themes.
Examining the textural, the “what,” and structural, the “how,” aspects of the data
collected from individual participants were synthesized into a composite description of
participant experiences with the phenomenon in narrative format in Chapter IV. The narrative
reveals the essence of the individual lived experience of the interviewed rural Minnesota
teachers, as related to their experiences during the transition to distance learning in response to
COVID-19, and provides a collective description (Patten, 2017).
Limitations, Delimitations, and Assumptions
The researcher’s intent was to explore the personal experiences of rural Southwest
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Minnesota teachers during the mandatory transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020 due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. There were methodological limitations to this phenomenological
study which need to be identified and disclosed. These limitations included researcher bias, as
the research instrument, in development of the interview questions and protocol, analysis of
interviewee responses, and recording of field notes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten, 2017;
Roberts, 2010).
Self-reporting bias, while not uncommon in research, may have also been a limitation as
teachers may have scripted their answers in a favorable light with hesitant concern related to
personal anonymity and dynamics of the relationship between interviewee and interviewer
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher assured participants that no personally identifying
information would be made public. District administration was not notified of research
participants from their schools, and all interview recordings will be destroyed three years
following completion of the research study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patten, 2017).
Another limitation was that the researcher was limited to online interviews due to
COVID-19 travel and safety concerns and potentially closed campuses at selected schools,
unless a face-to-face interview had been requested by the interviewee, which none were
requested. An online interview format, while efficient, allowed for only a cursory view into the
natural setting of the participant. The scope of what the researcher could see was limited by the
device’s camera and the position of the interviewee, limiting body language for non-verbal
observation. Another limitation while collecting data via personal interviews, under time and
location constraints, suggests including a limited number of participants and working toward
saturation, which may, procedurally negatively impact generalizability (Merriam & Tisdell,
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2016). The uniqueness of the COVID-19 pandemic has been accompanied by many unknowns.
The novel nature of the phenomena has been, in itself, an inherent limitation.
Purposeful decisions on the part of the researcher created delimitations to this research
study. These decisions were made to intentionally narrow the focus of the research to a
geographical area of interest to the researcher, namely rural Southwest Minnesota and more
specifically three counties surrounding the researcher’s present location. The limited area of
study may hinder generalizability to other parts of Minnesota, in particular, urban and suburban
areas due to the emphasis on rural teachers’ experiences. A specific span of time and worldwide
phenomena were selected due to the novel impact on rural area educational systems; the
uniqueness thereof may limit transferability of findings to other time periods, locations, and
disruptive conditions.
Some general assumptions were made in this study. Teachers statewide were impacted, to
some degree, whether teaching in an urban, suburban, or rural school, by the spring 2020
transition to distance learning. Students experienced changes to the delivery of their instruction
with varying degrees of success. All teachers’ perceptions of their experiences during the spring
of 2020 were valid for them. Differences were noted in geographical locations, school district
directives, and individual class demographics, making each experience decidedly personal and
unique. Disruptions to educational systems have occurred historically for a variety of reasons;
educators can learn valuable things from disruptions, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which
will help them prepare for future potential disruptions to education.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are of paramount concern to qualitative researchers, “as the wellbeing of research participants must be top priority. The research question is always of secondary
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importance” (Mack et al., 2005, p. 8). Both research ethics and professional ethics were adhered
to during this research study. Research ethics pertained to the relationships and interactions
between the researcher and study participants and included the ethical handling of research data.
In this phenomenological study, participants shared personal stories and, often, raw feelings
related to their experiences during the transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020. Each
participant’s experience was personal and impacted them physically, psychologically, socially,
and professionally, to varying degrees. Each individual interview was handled with the utmost
respect, care, privacy, and confidentiality. All documents related to the participants, such as
transcripts, will be kept confidential and stored securely with observational field notes and
destroyed three years after presenting the research study for approval (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016).
As an outgrowth of the researcher’s CITI Program participation (Collaborative
Institutional Training Initiative) through Bethel University (Appendix I), the researcher followed
strict protocols. Prior to an informed consent being signed or acknowledged verbally during the
recorded interview, the following aspects of the research study were disclosed: general purpose
of the study, what participants could expect during the interview, the potential benefits to
participants or others, any potential for harm that participants might experience, and that
participants may stop the interview at any point during the conversation and choose to not
answer any questions of their choosing (Patten, 2017). The informed consent is an important
mechanism and outgrowth of The Belmont Report developed by the National Commission for the
Protection of Human Subjects of Biomedical and Behavioral Research (Mack, 2005). The
Belmont Report ensured that participants fully understand what is involved in their participation
in the study before they agree to participate. Participants were asked if they had any questions or
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concerns before the interview began and again at the end of the interview (Mack, 2005; Patten,
2017). Each participant was reminded that they did not have to answer any questions that made
them uncomfortable and that they could stop the interview at any time and still receive the
inducement. The interviewees had an opportunity to review the transcript of their interview and
make adjustments as needed, which is known as member checking (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016;
Patten, 2017).
The participants were not identified by any personal characteristics or connected to any
participating school by name, as a means of protecting participants’ privacy and confidentiality
(Mack, 2005; UCI Researchers, 2011). Pseudonyms were used for participant, school district,
and county names.
The integrity of the data was maintained through consistency, validity, reliability, and
security strategies adding credence to the study’s perceived trustworthiness (Mack, 2005;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Consistency was maintained through the use of an Interview Protocol
(Appendix C) and a combined Reflexive Journal and observational notes (Appendix A) (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2016; Mack, 2005; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). All Google video/audio recordings
were transcribed by Tactiq to produce a similar format for review and were suitable for NVivo
upload.
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “validity and reliability are concerns that can
be approached through careful attention to a study’s conceptualization and the way in which the
data are collected, analyzed, interpreted,” and presented (p. 238). The details of this study were
intentionally outlined and reviewed with this researcher’s peer partner and dissertation advisor.
Premortem adjustments in protocols, directional funneling, and misunderstandings were made
along the way to facilitate the research study’s trustworthiness, as related to importance, validity,
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and reliability. Combined with observation notes, an in-depth analysis of the interview
transcripts through multiple readings and coding provided a path for triangulation of data (Patten,
2017). Attention to detail and descriptive narratives provided significant details to underpin the
research’s sensibility as perceived by the reader (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The congruency of
the narrative with the research questions also aligned with the quality of trustworthiness
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
The security of transcripts, data reports, digital recordings, and other items related to the
research study will be kept in the locked safe at the researcher’s home (if hard copy) or saved on
a secure personal laptop with password protection belonging to the researcher (if digital).
Recordings will be erased three years after presenting the research study for approval.
The positionality of the researcher has the potential of impacting the study and the
interpretation of data. As is the custom of qualitative researchers, reflections were made
throughout the process to help with interpretations of research findings (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016; Bogdan & Biklen, 2016). Reflexivity differs from reflection: “Reflexivity generally refers
to the examination of one’s own beliefs, judgments, and practices during the research process
and how these may have influenced the research” (Hammond & Wellington, 2014, p. 1).
Reflexivity, however, occurred in accord with reflection as the researcher engaged in journaling
as inspired by attention to personal biases, concerns, preconceived notions, subjective
understandings, and past experiences and a desire to understand the value attached to the
researcher’s perspective as part of the research (Appendix A) (Hammond & Wellington, 2014;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). While the researcher was not at the center of the research, qualitative
research affords the researcher an opportunity to respond to and connect their past with emerging
knowledge and values (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher needed to become self-aware,
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but not self-focused. While the researcher’s bias could not be eliminated, it was limited by
intentional action on the part of the researcher (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell,
20126). The goal was to gain both “knowledge and understanding, not to judge or impart their
own feelings upon others” within the context of interpretation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016, p. 35).
A high level of professional responsibility was demonstrated as this researcher engaged
with fellow rural, Southwest Minnesota educators; protected the intellectual property of persons
connected with the study; and cited all resources used during the research study. The researcher
also followed the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval process, as outlined in Bethel
University’s EdD Dissertation Procedures Guide (APA 7.0), prior to beginning any research with
study participants. The researcher had taken the Basic Human Subjects - Social/Behavioral
Focus training and received certification of completion from the Collaborative Institutional
Training Initiative (CITI) (Appendix I) as part of the EdD K-12 Educational Leadership program
at Bethel University.
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Chapter IV: Results
Introduction
Teacher shortage is a worldwide problem. In the United States, teacher shortages leave
many administrators hunting for licensed teachers to fill classrooms. Retention of qualified
teachers is an important aspect of meeting dire classroom needs. In rural communities, it is
extremely challenging to fill teaching positions with fully licensed teachers, so retention of
current staff is a preventive strategy. Increasing job satisfaction is one factor in teachers’
decisions to stay in or leave a position and, ultimately in the decision to stay in or leave the
teaching profession altogether. Disruptions to education, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, have
the potential of negatively impacting job satisfaction and ultimately, teacher retention. The
purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of
rural southwest Minnesota teachers during the spring 2020 transition to distance learning.
Research Questions
This qualitative study explored the following three questions:
1) What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers in the
transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020?
2) How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional identities of rural
Minnesota teachers?
3) How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota teachers’ views
of their future employment in education?
Description of the Sample
Data for this research study were gathered through face-to-face virtual interviews using
Google Meet. A semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix C) was used to provide a basic
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framework for the interview, while allowing for a natural conversation to occur and the lived
experiences of the study participants to emerge organically. The interviews ranged from 47
minutes to 98 minutes in length, with an average of 67.4 minutes per interview.
The sample consisted of 12 experienced teachers from three selected counties in
Economic Development Region #8 (EDR #8). Participants were considered experienced if they
had 5 to 25 years of teaching experience. Teachers selected for participation had been teaching in
rural public schools in EDR #8 during the spring of 2020 and experienced the transition from
traditional teaching methods, synchronous in-person instruction in a brick-and-mortar setting, to
a distance learning instructional delivery model. The participants were employed by school
districts having student populations of less than 1,000, including preschool through 12th grade
students. Sixty-seven percent of the sample held master’s degrees and 33% held a bachelor’s
degree plus additional credit hours. Two of the participants were holding positions of authority
as presidents of their teachers’ unions and two others were heads of departments.
In the event that 12 teachers had not been willing to be interviewed using the criteria
above, the pool of participants would have been expanded to include the remaining counties in
Minnesota’s EDR #8. That back up plan was not needed since 20 people responded within 48
hours of sending the initial email, which was sent to 117 teachers from five schools. Of the first
16 respondents, four teachers had limited availability and were excluded. The last four
responding teachers agreed to be placed on a waiting list. It was not necessary to send a followup email to secure additional participants. The immediate responses indicated to the researcher
that teachers had an interest in the topic and a desire to share their stories.
Emergent Themes
Using NVivo software for analyzing data points from the 12 individual teacher interviews
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resulted in the researcher identifying seven data families and subsequent codes. Some of the
codes fit appropriately into more than one family unit. The placement of the codes into family
units was the result of exact quotes, researcher observations, and collaborative conversations
with Dr. Soria, the researcher’s advisor. Researcher observation notes were especially critical to
the identification of themes because nonverbal cues and strong emotions revealed a weightiness
along several topical lines. Themes identified in this study represent the most significant topics
as expressed by the interviewees through the interview and observation process (Tables 4 and 5).
Table 4
Codes from Data Analysis
Family Unit
Health

Total # References
88

Staying in Teaching

248

Connections

110

Planning

139

Technology

131

Rural Uniqueness

159

Challenges and Frustrations

253

Related Codes
COVID Safety
Resilience
Self-care
Social-Emotional
Peer Relationships
Student Engagement
Teacher Efficacy
Job Satisfaction
Professional Growth
Commitment to Education
Successes
General Feelings about the Profession
Communications
Peer Relationships
Administrative Support
Time
Distance
Peer Relationships
Instructional Delivery
Internet Access
Instructional Delivery
Internet Access
Like About Teaching Rural
Distance
Student Engagement
Parent Involvement
Student Engagement
Administrative Support
Technology
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Table 5
Relationships Between Research Questions, Code Families, and Themes
Research
Question
1

2 and 3

Code Family
Health
Staying in Teaching
Connections
Planning
Technology
Rural Uniqueness
Challenges and
Frustrations
Health
Staying in Teaching
Connections
Rural Uniqueness
Challenges and
Frustrations

Connected Theme
Rural-Specific Influences are Unique
Technology was a Challenge, an Area of Growth, and
a Necessity
Student Engagement was a Continuous Concern
Rural Teachers Faced Numerous Areas of Frustration
Teacher-Identified Successes
Distance Learning as an Impetus for Professional and
Personal Growth
Rural-Specific Influences are Unique
Teacher-Identified Successes
Distance Learning as an Impetus for Professional and
Personal Growth
The Impact of Distance Learning on the Careers of
Rural Teachers

Themes and Research Question #1
From the data collected, the following themes emerged as significant to understanding
the lived experiences of the rural Minnesota teachers interviewed as related to the three research
questions.
#1: What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers in the
transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020?
Rural-specific Influences are Unique. Rural teachers were unique in how they
experienced the challenging COVID-19 transition to distance learning due to their location and
resources. While all experiences had unique rural underpinnings, each teacher’s rural experience
was also unique as none of the schools in the study transitioned to distance learning in the same
way and the home environment while teaching remotely played a role in the teacher’s
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experience. It was evident to the researcher that these rural educators exhibited great resilience in
overcoming obstacles beyond their control and were respectful of those in decision-making roles.
Location. Rural school districts encompass hundreds of acres of land and are often the
result of the consolidation of several small-town schools. Consolidation puts distance between
the students, private homes, individual towns, and schools. Small rural communities rely on
larger towns for access to many services. For example, residents in school districts included in
this study would need to travel 30-90 minutes to access larger chain stores such as Walmart,
Menards, or Target. Some of the teachers interviewed were concerned about accessing needed
supplies for distance learning. These supplies included technology devices and accessories such
as hot spots, and general supplies like folders and ziploc bags. While many items could
potentially be ordered online, numerous items were unavailable locally, in limited supply in
nearby towns, and even out-of-stock online very quickly. Then the hunt was on for needed items
to meet the anticipated needs of students in order “to get the content out to the kids” (Teacher A).
Teacher A reported that she was concerned about getting needed equipment in her rural
area in order to prepare her online video lessons. She was looking for a webcam and/or a
microphone, remarking that “Everybody’s going to need this right now and there’s only one
Walmart in Redwood and it only carries two or three things.” Then she thought of her daughter
who happened to be coming home from the twin cities, so she asked her to stop on her way home
to pick up a webcam for her. “That was some of the stress that was going on for me. It’s not like
there are 12 stores down the road.”
Teacher J shared that her rural school established a food and instructional materials
delivery system that was based on their school mascot. Families put containers on their porches
or decks to receive school deliveries while maintaining COVID-19 distancing protocols. School
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staff and contracted bus drivers drove buses and various other vehicles following an established
district route to deliver paper packets and school supplies, along with meals, to student homes.
She expressed pride in her school’s communication and delivery system:
I feel that we did the best that we could. We had our mascot mail system set up in the
cafeteria. The tables were covered with big rolls of paper. Every student’s name was on a
piece of paper and if you had something to get to a student, you put it on their name and
hoped it would get delivered.
While she felt that her school did a good job, she also expressed some angst when she
said, “I felt out of control because, while we have routines, these are my kids and this is my
stuff.” Her concern was that “her stuff” might not get to the right kids in a timely manner.
Teacher L confirmed that the mascot mail system was an “extensive paper delivery” system and
that “a plastic container like an Igloo cooler with a rabbit sign on it” was used for deliveries
twice a week. It was a communication system used mostly at the elementary level, but even some
secondary parents requested paper deliveries for their older students if there was no internet
connection or available technology device. The mascot mail delivery system was an effort to
keep some assemblance of connection to the school and promote community and school spirit.
The rural schools in this study are located in highly agricultural areas. Farming requires
much land and farm sites are spaced miles apart. Teacher A noted that kids in both urban and
rural areas were alone; yet, being alone in a rural area is different because “our alone is a lot
farther away from other things,” so being alone takes on a deeper meaning. Teacher L
commented that he noticed that some of his students were lonely. They were feeling the loss of
not being able to get together with their buddies like they were used to doing: “Kids that lived
out in the country just never saw another child for weeks at a time.” He was disappointed in
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parents for not helping to get kids together in some way: “It’s kind of like when you have a kid
that is really lonely, is it too much to ask to drive your kid five miles to their friend’s house a
couple of times a week” to socialize, even while social distancing.
It is significant that the COVID-19 mandate requiring schools to move to a distance
learning instructional delivery model occurred during planting season in Southwest Minnesota.
Planting is one of the two most important and work-intensive times of the year for farmers. The
timing, in and of itself, highlighted the differences between rural and metro schools and their
responses to distance learning. For instance, Teacher J is married to a farmer and she became the
sole caretaker and parent helper for their children while providing remote instruction to general
high school students and students taking college classes. Planting season prohibited her husband
from carrying much of the distance learning load for their children, adding more stress to
Teacher J’s life.
Several farming families took advantage of their children being home and having flexible
online schedules. Students were busy in the fields and helping in the machine shops. Teacher J
said, “This did happen smack dab in the middle of planting season. My husband is a farmer and
we absolutely had kids out working on the farm during school hours. I had kids Zoom in for
meetings while driving in a tractor.” She added, “I had kids, not just farm kids, who would go to
work at the welding shop and then come home to do school work.” She continued, “We put them
in school for eight hours a day, but they have other important things that are a part of their
lifestyle. When we took those high school kids out of the building, school started to become
second to their other chores and jobs.”
Rural areas often face poverty and students tend to hold jobs outside of school whenever
possible to help their families meet financial needs, save for college, and provide for their own
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expenses. Distance learning opened the gate to working during the day. Teacher J noted that, “I
had one girl go to work full time at McDonald’s and another one at the local gas station. She
would Zoom in from the sandwich shop. Her computer was on the counter and I could see the
food around her.” In Teacher L’s opinion, “a lot of the kids were being pressed into service for
farm work and babysitting and stuff like that.” His school made concessions for that and limited
the amount of online time required for students to 20 minutes per week. Other teachers also
reduced their students’ workload (Teacher H).
Resources. Access to experts for staff training in “how to” deliver instruction using a
distance learning format were difficult to find. Therefore, in some schools, the teachers teaching
College Now and concurrent enrollment classes became the “go-to staff members” for managing
on-line instruction. Small rural school districts typically do not have in-house professional
development leaders because those tasks are often carried out by the principals. Each of the five
schools had either a technology support person, usually a teacher wearing a second or third hat,
which is not uncommon in rural schools, or had a contract with a nearby service cooperative.
One teacher reported that his school had a technology integration group that led the technology
charge (Teachers B and H). The rural schools in this study were able to use Southwest
Southcentral Service Cooperative to some degree for technology training, but due to COVID-19
regulations, the remaining planned grade-level and subject-area collaborative training for the
2019-2020 school year were cancelled. All of the focus shifted toward technology. Teacher K
recalled that the Service Cooperative worked with their teachers virtually and broke off into
small groups online for more specific instruction which she felt was helpful. All of the schools
relied on peer support to learn new skills.
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Only some of the current curriculum programming in the five schools already had online
access and teacher/student portals. For example, Teacher K stated that their reading and math
programs were online friendly, and she pushed the content out via Google classroom. Teacher H
was able to use her McGraw-Hill online applications for her math lessons. Several teachers
reported the benefit of using various online programs as a regular part of their pre-COVID daily
practice routines, such as IXL, and for educational videos, like Mystery Science. Teachers H and
K mentioned that the students had developed a familiarity with those programs so that it felt
normal for them during distance learning.
While some subject areas aligned quite easily to an online format, Teachers G and D
taught subject areas that were especially challenging to transition without training or suggested
or familiar products to use. Teacher G commented, “How are they going to do their work for PE,
Art, and Music? It was overwhelming.” One PE teacher stated that she spent an enormous
amount of time searching for age and skill appropriate videos that she could push out as lesson
content. She also had to consider the length of each video regarding students’ attention span.
Time was also a resource related to the transition. Part of the overwhelmingness of the
transition was related to Governor Walz’s mandate that the schools were required to take two
weeks to prepare to transition to distance learning. Teacher G said, “OK, so we’re doing this and
we have two weeks to figure it out. GO!” It was like a bad race, but she was persistent. Teacher
G also stated that she was grateful for the two weeks of preparation time referencing a teaching
friend from Wisconsin who did not get any planning time to prepare for distance learning: “They
were just flying by the seat of their pants” over there (Teacher G).
Teacher J also expressed appreciation for the two weeks of planning, but because of her
familiarity with technology, her academic area, and the age of her students, she was ready to go
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after week one and found it drudgery to have to wait for the full two weeks before beginning
distance learning. She “felt that one week of planning was enough and that we should have had
the kids start back a week sooner because we kept them out too long. It was too much time away
from school to then try to move them into something totally different.” She did not appreciate
being restricted from reaching out to her students. “I don’t know if we got as many kids focused
again as we should have.” Teacher J also commented that maybe some schools might have
needed the two weeks, but that the length of time could have been an individual school district
decision.
Differing transition choices. The lived experiences of the study participants were
impacted by how each school decided to transition to distance learning. The five schools
involved in this study differed in their distance learning models in several ways, including:
planning environments, instructional delivery, communication, student and staff expectations,
and peer relationships.
Some of the teachers interviewed worked in their schools during the two-week planning
time while others planned from home. Some school administrators gave their teaching staff the
choice to work from home or from school, however, others made the decision for them (Teacher
E). Following the two-week planning time, many of the teachers returned to school to deliver
instruction because they missed collaborating with peers and, as Teacher K expressed, her
teaching materials were all in her classroom. Teacher E taught from school because of the
available technology in the building and due to an administrative directive. Teacher G was given
a choice and chose to teach from school conditionally, “as long as I feel safe.”
All five schools used paper packets for the elementary grades, however, only three of the
schools consistently used technology at the elementary level. As reported by Teacher K, for the
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early grades, parent involvement was critical to successful online communication. None of the
schools were totally prepared to provide 1-1 devices for K-12 using district devices during the
spring transition. At least one school was 1-1 at the high school level, but according to Teacher J,
a portion of those students provided their own devices, often being a cell phone. Teacher F
shared that some families with several children maxed out their cell phone data plans on day one.
Teacher D, found it especially hard to teach music to the elementary students using paper
packets with a limited number of students having access to devices at home. In fact, Teacher D
reported that her school made a corporate decision to focus on the core subjects and that some
subjects became ancillary by default. She maintained a positive attitude, however: “I knew that
they needed to know the core subjects and that the double standard was necessary” for a time.
She did, however, feel sad about the loss of music education for her students.
Communication was at the heart of distance learning and the teachers in this study found
communication with students, families, peers, and administration to be important, yet
challenging. There was no one way that proved to be successful across the board. Seesaw,
Schoology, texting, email, Instagram, Facebook, Google meets, Google classroom, Zoom
meetings, phone calls, and visiting students at their homes, with social distancing, were methods
employed to promote communication. Three of the schools were required to keep daily
communication logs which was an additional stressor, according to Teachers E and H, whose
principals were checking the communication logs regularly. Teacher H believed that her
administrator did a great job, however, she felt a little micromanaged. Two schools required a
specific number of calls be made to parents each week. There was an expectation at Teacher G’s
school to connect via online with each student at least once a week. Teacher L’s school required
a 20-minute meeting each week with students.
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Communication with administration varied. In each building, the principals were the
main, direct hands-on communicators and the superintendents took a more motivational and
broader oversight role (Teacher J). “Our superintendent was almost annoyingly motivational. He
reminded us that we were on the cutting edge and that we had the opportunity to fix some things
in education and to look at the big picture” (Teacher J). While her voice and mannerisms showed
that she appreciated her superintendent, she followed with, “We didn’t really want to look at the
big picture, we had all of this stuff to put on Schoology.” Teacher B had this to say about his
administrators:
There is always some friction because as teachers and administration, we both say that
we have students’ best interests at heart, yet there are differences. Like a coach - player
relationship. I think our administration communicated with us extremely well. It was not
always done with a Google meet. Sometimes there were emails that shared what they
were hearing. It was good that they shared some uncertainties with us. They did an
incredible job so that we all felt that we were in a loop together.
Teacher B gave high praise to his superintendent and principal. Teacher A agreed:
“Administration was extremely supportive. They were very flexible as far as trying to find the
equipment that we needed.” In two of the schools represented in this study, however, there were
divided responses to the effectiveness of their administration’s handling of staff communications.
Some teachers gave high praise while others, even in the same school district, saw administration
as a stumbling block and lacking in leadership to the point of being described as “a holy terror”
and an obstacle to effectively teaching remotely (Teachers E, H, C, F, and I). In summary, the
teachers in this study had definite opinions about administrative communication and leadership,
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which ranged from the leader being described as a “holy terror” to a leader who provided all “of
the direction we needed” (Teachers E and C).
Some of the schools had daily staff meetings during the two-week transition time, similar
to a morning meeting for a regular classroom, while some staff met together only once or twice
as a large group (Teachers C and F). Teacher C noted that often they met twice a day as new
information came out from the state. Weekly staff meetings were held at Teacher G’s school
through the end of the school year and impromptu meetings were common. Meetings were held
in the gym, lunchroom, or auditorium in order to meet social distancing guidelines or virtually.
Expectations for teachers and students were often unclear and constantly changing, which
added stress to several teachers. Teacher F described it as “trying to hit a moving target.”
Teacher I thought that the administration at his school was trying to be supportive, however, it
seemed more like they were just getting a pat on the back. “Taking attendance was a challenge
and each school had a different method. Some put out a daily question for students to answer,
others had to turn in work by a certain time, and others had to show up online in order to be
counted present.” According to Teacher H, rules of the game were changing regarding
attendance and seemed to become more cumbersome with time, and Teacher I didn’t think the
administration really had any idea of how best to take attendance. Most of the teachers
interviewed felt that the administration was walking on eggshells; yet,
they all had good intentions. They didn't want us to feel like we were being told how to
teach our classes or anything like that, but in the end, I think it would have saved a large
amount of time we had. It just would have. standardized everything. It would have made
it so much easier, especially for the teachers who were not techy. (Teacher I)
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High expectations for parent communications and the edict that schools could not fail a
child were problematic for some educators (Teachers E and I). Strict communications
requirements were difficult to meet since some families traveled to visit relatives or were “lost”
after time, according to Teachers H and K. Teacher E felt harassed by her principal to always
have her parent communication log on the ready whenever they asked to see it. Without a school
voicemail, Teacher E was unaware of some parent calls with questions that went to the office
and was frustrated for being held responsible for not responding to what she did not know. There
was a split between the number of teachers who gave out their personal cell phone numbers and
those that were working from school and stuck to the school phone lines.
Some of the school administrators provided guidelines for the amount of face-to-face
contact a teacher should have with each child each week. One school required a 20-minute Zoom
meeting with students each week, but the times naturally varied according to student needs
(Teacher L). Teacher I commented that there were days that he would sit in his office and wait
for a student to show up online and none would. From his end he could not force them to join a
meet or check in, but he continued to keep his office hours in order to be available. Some
teachers reported that they felt compelled to be available to students whenever the student
contacted them. Teacher L caught himself picking up his cell phone all hours of the day and
night every time he heard a ping, his wife mentioned that she could see the added stress he was
experiencing.
There was confusion for teachers and students about the changing narratives and
expectations. With grades plummeting, Teacher I and others were concerned about the message
that would be communicated when students got passing grades without doing little or any of the
assigned work and what future ramifications they might face as teachers. Regarding the mandate
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that students could not fail, “there was obvious friction with staff because as a teacher it is hard
to pass a kid with 5%. There is an integrity thing with that” (Teacher B). Teacher J related, “I felt
that we were slamming on the breaks and trying to go, and slamming on the breaks again” with
our students and that sends mixed messages. Many of the students had “developed a summer
mindset” that affected their initiative and ability to meet expectations (Teacher J).
Peer relationships were precious and required creativity to nurture. There were small
group meetings for teachers at several schools and at least two schools continued to meet in their
PLCs (Professional Learning Communities) which Teacher K and Teacher J both found to be
important times to connect with peers. Teacher K also valued working with her grade-level coteacher when they recorded youtube videos and planned special events to promote student
engagement. Some teachers connected via Google Meet and Zoom for professional and personal
reasons.
Resilience. Out of necessity, rural teachers have learned to be both self-reliant and
collaborative (Teacher H). Rural teachers are used to working hard, which attests to their general
hardiness (Teachers H and K). According to Teacher C, her school, working together, developed
a business plan and “created a small business in two weeks.” Part of the beauty of their “small
business” was that personal strengths and gifts were revealed as co-workers shared ideas and
took on projects to put the business together. For example, the music teacher was an excellent
organizer so she took on the task of making labels for all of the students and color-coded them.
“We had to take a product, and get it out to the families which are our consumers, and then get it
back to us.” Teacher C was amazed by how the staff worked together seamlessly, and she
expressed great pride in their successful efforts as a team to meet the needs of their students.
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Teacher L praised teachers because they had been put in a position where they had to quickly
“reinvent teaching.”
To combat emotions accompanying separation from his peers and the general isolation of
rural communities, Teacher B participated in a teacher peer book club. Google Meets and Zoom
meetings among peers were a means to collaborate and share, promoting growth and social
emotional well-being. Teachers with children juggled helping their own children with
schoolwork while making themselves available for their students, leaving little time to reach out
to peers (Teachers D, C, F, and J). Single Teachers E and B commented about their challenges of
dealing with loneliness, stress, and rural living. Limited travel and COVID restrictions made it
difficult to visit family and friends. Knowing her personal needs for connection, Teacher E relied
on support animals to provide companionship at home, but was not allowed to take them to
school even when she worked alone in her classroom. Teacher L took daily bike rides to the area
towns to get exercise and to see other people. On the other hand, Teacher H enjoyed the isolation
and had very little contact with co-workers, noting that “Some of the teachers said they went stir
crazy being at home, and I didn’t mind it at all.”
Teachers found ways to connect with kids for their own benefit and for the benefit of
their students. Teacher H had a good response to a student survey she sent out checking on how
they were feeling during distance learning. She also sent out seemingly constant Schoology
messages to remind students to log in or take a quiz they were missing. Teacher L worked to
“spice things up a little bit and tried to make it as fun as possible” by wearing a Soviet gas mask
and a German helmet for a couple of seconds at the beginning of his lessons. Setting up a
recording area and ramping up the creativity of videos was a sort of internal competition at one
school and no one wanted to be “the person that had the worst online stuff” (Teacher L).
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Technology was a challenge, an area of growth, and a necessity. Technology affected
the transition to distance learning both positively and negatively. Teachers and students alike
struggled with accessing the internet, maintaining connection to the internet, and learning new
programs quickly. All of the schools meeting the sample criteria attempted to use varying
combinations of 1-1 technology and online learning for middle and high school students for the
majority of their instruction across subject areas. All of the schools included in this study used
paper packets solely or paper packets plus technology for delivery of instruction for elementaryaged students due to the lack of familiarity with technology on the part of the student and the
limited number of devices available through the school (Teachers C, D, and I). High school
students were priority one for device distribution in each school.
Technology as a challenge. Three of the five schools incorporated technology into the
elementary distance learning program, but not all of the elementary students had school issued
devices and needed to use parents’ or siblings’ devices, which was often a cell phone. Due to the
sudden transition to distance learning, most stores, both brick and mortar and online, ran out of
technology inventory almost immediately. At each of the schools, those staff members with more
advanced technology skills made themselves available to assist other staff members learn
programs and they also stepped in to do research for the teachers to help find appropriate
programs at various grade levels.
In rural areas, bandwidth and consistent connectivity was a persistent and decidedly rural
problem, which was especially problematic for families whose parents were working from home
and needed the internet for their jobs. There was a shortage of hotspots in the spring (Teacher H).
Some landmark dead zones made it difficult for teachers to connect with students and families.
Teacher J explained that the Minnesota River Valley is a dead zone, technologically speaking,
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and that it impacted many families in her district. All 12 teachers interviewed reported that
technology, with a focus on equitable and consistent internet access, was the biggest problem
their schools faced. “Of course the big thing was - how to get materials out to kids and figuring
out which kids didn’t have internet or good internet, which was pretty high so then it was almost
like planning it a second time for those kids,” stated Teacher E. One internet carrier, Arvig,
stepped up and provided free internet service to families for the remainder of the 2020 school
year (Teacher J).
At another Southwest Minnesota school represented in this study, a unique system had
been set up to help parents who had no internet service at home. Teacher I shared,
I know for a fact that there were parents who would drive their kids to the school and sit
in the parking lot to use the school’s Wi-Fi to download everything and upload
everything. And you know, that was a twice a day thing. They would come in the
morning and then again in the afternoon.
He continued to explain, “You know, we get the best (internet connection) at our elementary
school and the parking lot butts, right up against the whole back end of our school. Every single
hotspot we have is accessible from there,” so the parents pulled their cars right up to the building
to make that needed connection. Some of the teachers in this study, when given the choice, chose
to work from school because of their own internet connectivity problems at home (Teacher K).
There were frustrations with the compatibility of computer programs:
In the spring there were also issues reported with Schoology and Google working
together. There was a while when you couldn’t link in any Google docs, slides or
anything. So, kids would go into the google doc that you linked your lesson to and they
couldn’t get to it. (Teacher E)
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Another frustration for teachers was that, as time went on, some students used the internet as an
excuse to not complete work. Teacher H shared her frustration when she shared, “I don't know if
your District uses GoGuardian, but I could see the students' screens and look at them. They've
got enough internet to be playing this game, but not enough internet to take a test.”
Technology as an area of growth. Every teacher interviewed expressed growth in the
area of technology. Delivery of instruction virtually was a continual process of “trial and error”
reported Teachers K and B. “We have evolved through a lot of trial and error. Staff would share
what they found worked” said Teacher B. Teacher A shared, “There are certain programs that
I'm definitely more familiar with and will continue using, like Google form to ask questions –
it’s a lot easier.” It was also noted by Teacher H that the parents were struggling with technology
as much as the students and were, therefore, unable to provide much assistance, so everyone
involved with distance learning was actually learning. There were no targeted opportunities for
parent training provided by any of the schools.
Technology training was fast and furious, according to several teachers interviewed.
While the two weeks was ample time to prepare, “learning new technology was very, very fast”
in order to then prepare lessons and felt overwhelming (Teacher K). Teachers were continually
learning new technology during the spring of 2020, often along with and from their students
(Teacher H). With regard to technology training, Teacher D shared that she and her peers “didn’t
get much (then) because we had some technology training during our PLCs. The time to
implement it with our students wasn’t there. I learn hands on and want it to be in person to teach
others.”
Interestingly, technology companies and programs adapted to some of the needs of
schools. According to Teacher B,
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there was also the fact that Google meet had to evolve to meet our educational needs.
Like at first we were only able to have a few boxes to see people, now you can have like
49 boxes. Google has evolved as we have expressed needs. Back in the spring we didn’t
know what we needed and there was no time to figure that out.
Technology as a necessity. Communication was tied directly to technology. Teachers
used various avenues to reach out to parents and students virtually. Schoology and Google were
the most frequently used platforms for the schools in this study. While Schoology had served the
schools well in the past, there was an unexpected negative consequence as the platform crashed
frequently almost immediately after the transition to distance learning:
Schoology themselves ran into some issues at first because all of a sudden everybody
needed to have a program like Schoology. And even though we had been using it all
along, it crashed a number of times because everybody else was trying to use it and
Schoology just wasn’t prepared for that kind of influx or demand. (Teacher A)
Teacher E concurred, “I know that the first week of distance learning, the kids who logged on
might have an hour or two of Schoology working before it quit” working The problems with
Schoology lessened as distance learning continued. Zoom, Seesaw, and Facebook were also used
by teachers to communicate with parents and students.
In order to deliver instruction both virtually and effectively, teachers needed to spend
time looking at online options. Teacher G stated that it took “a lot of Google searches to find out
what’s out there” to use with the kids in her classes. Even the searching was overwhelming as a
single search could produce hundreds of options that required investigating. Teacher K said, in
regards to technology, “That was a bit overwhelming, you know, like here we go. I told myself I
can really do this.” The high school principal from Teacher J’s school offered to do research for
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her since his duties and commitments of time had also been drastically impacted by the absence
of students in the building, because he knew how time-consuming searching could be.
All of the 12 interviewees believed that technology was a lifeline, in spite of their
technology challenges, during distance learning. They were in agreement that it was important
for them as professional educators to grow their technology skills because none of them saw
technology as decreasing in its value to education. As Teacher D said about education, “I see it
being more technology driven.”
Student Engagement was a Continuous Concern
It was more challenging than expected to keep students engaged online and focused on
their assignments. There was no standard definition of what student engagement looked like in a
distance learning environment. In addition, student engagement varied by grade level, subject
area, and instructional delivery model, lacking any consistency between school districts. Such
discrepancies were fodder for community conversations of comparison. For some schools, high
school students did not need to show up online but only needed to turn in assignments by the end
of the day—that being midnight, in some cases and 3:00 p.m. at other schools, which ousted
online, face-to-face meetings from their level of importance. For others, students had to attend
Google meets at specified times for direct instruction. Showing up, however, did not necessarily
mean that the student’s attention was engaged in the lesson because they were doing other things.
Teacher J shared that she “had a kid join from a skid loader. I had to tell him: Turn that off while
we do this or I can’t hear you.” The ambiguity of defining student engagement, as noted by the
researcher from nonverbal cues during the interviews, revealed a level of frustration, confusion,
and sadness for the teachers.
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While the majority of his students completed their work, online engagement was low.
Teacher I, regarding engagement, stated “The biggest problem was the kids who weren’t online
really didn’t care that much for school and their parents really didn't care one way or the other if
they went to school,” so there was no motivation and no parental support to be online or
complete the work.
Special education students were allowed to come into many of the school buildings. “We
kept those kids coming into school - the ones that we could, so that they had that face-to-face,
especially with the requirement of their IEPs, you know, that was kind of hard, they had to be
here. Many of them asked to stay all day long, so we did have some of those students in here, but
again, it really depended on the parent and their level of involvement” Teacher K. Continuity and
connection were vital to support those students in special education programs engaged in
learning.
Remote instruction deemed inferior to in-person model. All 12 interviewees reported
that they believed that in-person instruction was superior to remote instruction for most students
and that student engagement while using a distance learning format was a major concern. Going
beyond locating videos online in an effort to add a personal touch, Teacher K recorded numerous
youtube videos with a grade-level peer, but even those were not as effective as in-person
instruction.
One particular deficit for remote instruction was providing immediate feedback to
students. In a classroom, a teacher can navigate the room and monitor verbal and non-verbal cues
for understanding. Online, those cues were often muted or not visible on the screen due to the tile
format or students only showing a part of themselves to simply document attendance. According
to Teacher H there were few non-verbal cues for him to read because “in our school the cool
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high school thing is to have the camera on you, but you only show this much of your head. This
is what I teach to, when we are distance learning” just the top of their heads. The importance of
feedback and
the challenge of providing effective feedback online was so much more than what it
would have been in a regular classroom. There are so many formative assessments that
you do regularly every day with your kids. The body language you can read and the
shoulder you can peek over to see what they are doing, as you are moving through the
room. That informative piece was missing. And so every little thing these kids turned in
we had to give them some type of meaningful feedback before we moved on. We had
staff members that were up until 11:00 at night. (Teacher F)
With varied timelines and a school day being defined as 8:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. or a 24hour time period, immediate feedback was not always possible and a delay in response may have
hindered learning. At the elementary level Teacher C said,
We only used packets. I missed those kiddos so much. And the feedback that a teacher
can give in person is best. There is no way to replicate that. I feel like I was delivering
and receiving their work since it was only packets. I felt pretty ineffective.
At the high school level, Teacher L reported,
If they had a paper or an essay or something to write, you know, you can make notes on
there. I suppose maybe half of the kids disregard that, you know, half of the kids don't
look to see if they got their assignments done.
Online thrivers. There were some instances, however, where specific students showed
the potential to thrive online. Teachers I and L noted that accessing instruction digitally brought
out the best in some students who found increased success while learning online. Perhaps this
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was true because they felt comfortable and safe in their home environments more so than they
did in school (Teacher I). The students they mentioned were the wallflowers and those typically
ignored or bullied by other students (Teachers L and I). For some of the students who were
successful online, they had been hiding their inner technology geek from others and this was
their opportunity to shine and some of those students were able to assist teachers when there was
a glitch online (Teacher L).
Teacher H felt as though her students were quite engaged “because we had done some
flipped classroom (lessons) with our math, so our students had done some before.” Previous
experience with an online format was of benefit to students and teachers as they transitioned to
distance learning. Students in College Now and concurrent enrollment classes were already
somewhat familiar with online coursework, so they had an advantage in some ways (Teacher J):
I’m a teacher who likes to use some form of a survey to get feedback from students. And
I had some that just took to distance learning like fish to water. They said things like you
let me work on my time. I'm getting that work done right now. I'm watching that video
assignment, and they did really well. And, I told them it's a good opportunity for them to
see if they would flourish in online classes as they get closer to college age. So, some of
those things were wonderful” concerning distance learning. (Teacher H)
Connections mattered. Teachers reported that those students who showed up online for
face-to-face lessons or check-in meets on their own or with their parent’s help were more
successful than those that did not connect with the teacher online. Every teacher, however, made
it very clear that a significant number of students did not show up regularly, and some did not
show up at all for scheduled sessions. Teacher K said, “We were constantly trying to think of the
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next big thing to add excitement” to keep the little ones active, involved and connected. She and
her grade-level peer collaborated daily as they planned lessons and special online events.
Many of the events required parent input and effort. Teacher K excitedly shared about the
success of their activities, which included: nighttime flashlight tag, movie and popcorn night, and
“build a tent” day. Teacher K, her co-teacher, and several others in her school reached out to
parents and planned routes and used school vehicles as they traveled around to student homes to
drop off special treats and to see their students face to face. All the while, they made every effort
to maintain social distancing. Teacher C visited her students at their homes during the last week
of school to say goodbye and provide some closure after a challenging spring.
Some teachers gave out their personal phone numbers so that students could connect
when they had questions or needs (Teacher L). Some teachers held specific office hours and
other scheduled individual or groups Google meets at times convenient for the students. Teachers
also encouraged their students to contact their peers online to chat and to work together which
also provided some socialization for the students.
Parent support for student learning. Positive parent engagement and support appeared to
widen both the opportunity gap and achievement gap for students. Distance learning provided
clear evidence of parent support or lack of support for student learning. It was eye-opening for
teachers. For Teacher I, he learned some new things about his students and their families, as did
other teachers interviewed. He said, “How much their families relied on them to work was a
surprise. When I finally got a hold of a parent, the parent said, ‘Well, he has to work. He can't do
that. He just has to work.’”
Teacher C indicated that several parents said that they were overwhelmed with the
assignments and didn’t understand what they were supposed to do. She responded by making an
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extra effort to be sure that everything sent home was parent-friendly. Her elementary school used
a system of “can do” and “must do” assignments. The “must do” assignments were limited in
number and required the parent to take a picture of the assignment to send to the teacher, but not
to return any work, reducing the stress on parents and the risk of spreading the virus. The “can
do” tasks were for the high flyer students and extra motivated families, but they did not
overburden the others because they were optional.
Parental involvement was lacking for many students. Teacher H made several attempts to
contact parents and reported,
sometimes the parents were supportive and sometimes I would get them on their cell
phone that they use for their own business on their farm in the shop. Mom doesn't answer
her phone, so dad takes it and he says, well, I'm out in the shop. It was like, they don't
know what else they can do.
Teacher G also noted that many parents were unconcerned about their children showing
up for or participating in classes which were not core subjects. One of her thoughts very early on
was, “We need to train the parents to do this because if they don't know what's going on, how do
they know their child is doing what they're supposed to be? I can't imagine being a parent who
wasn't involved in school and already kind of knew what's going on” and then be expected to
help with distance learning.
Teacher K stated, “I think that this was really hard on a lot of parents who were still
working at the time” because in rural areas, many parents were considered essential workers due
to the agricultural environment. Many younger children were left at home or with older siblings,
stayed with grandparents, or were taken to daycare while the parents worked. For some, parent
support with distance learning happened after work in the evening: “We stopped at a number of
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houses where Mom was off working and those kids were just running, you know, all around.
There was no no schedule at all. You know, no reason to get up and get online,” shared Teacher
K following home visits to connect with her students. Teacher J understood the need for older
children to care for younger siblings in a rural environment. He encouraged a high school student
in this manner:
So you need to be there for your siblings. You need to be there. Just work for your
parents.You know, you all need to be there for each other because you're gonna
remember this. And I want you to be able to look back at yourself with pride and know
that you weren’t somebody who tried to take advantage of the situation or, you know,
somebody that was whiny about it.
Safety first. Academic achievement took a backseat to the physical safety and socialemotional health of students as schools transitioned into the unknown of distance learning. All
teachers interviewed were concerned about the spread of the COVID-19 virus in the schools. The
safety of students and staff was of paramount importance to administrators and state authorities,
as indicated by the mandates coming down to school districts from the Minnesota Department of
Education and the Minnesota Governor’s office. While all teachers interviewed expressed
varying levels of frustration and fear with the transition to distance learning, they followed
protocols and directives. It was clear to this researcher that the teachers respected authority and
understood the chain of command. In addition, they showed genuine concern for the whole child
regarding each of their students.
Assessing student achievement is an important component of any educational system. In
Minnesota, teachers have been conditioned to focus on standards and to prepare students for
standardized state assessment. Prior to being cancelled, there was concern regarding the logistics
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of how the students would actually take the tests in a distance learning environment, how
accurate the scores would be, and how well students would score. Q-Comp achievement goals
are frequently tied to test scores which was a monetary concern to teachers in the researcher’s
school and the accessibility of assessment results on the Minnesota Report Card website is a
reflection on school success. Cancelling statewide standardized testing in the spring of 2020 was
a relief to teachers and administrators, easing their stress level and allowing them to focus on
caring for their students academically, socially, and emotionally.
Teachers spent many hours developing lesson plans, researching online supports, and
designing activities. However, it became apparent to the teachers that the students’ needs were
far greater than what they could meet with such academic planning alone. Identified student
emotional needs emerged and included loneliness, self-worth, and motivation. Teacher L spoke
about a particular bike ride that he took on some country roads and along the way he
passed this kid's house and this girl was shooting baskets in the driveway with her sister.
When she saw me come by on the bicycles, she dropped the ball. looked at me and just
smiled and waved. She just watched me go by and I'm thinking to myself, okay, that is
somebody that's been cooped up for too long. This is not going to end well.
Teachers sought out ways to connect and encourage their students socially and emotionally.
Teachers noticed how much the students missed their peers and mentioned a noticeable loss in
social skills (Teacher E).
Teachers purposefully made themselves available to students by adjusting schedules and
giving out personal cell phone numbers. These educators recognized the need to connect
personally with their students, especially those considered high risk or from homes with little
parent support. Some teachers decided to keep an eye out for specific children who faced poverty
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or lived in conditions that were less than ideal. Connecting with parents gave some teachers
assurance that their students were being cared for properly and doing the best they could,
considering the conditions in the home. Teacher F shared a heart-warming story of an English
Second Language high school boy in her school whose homelife was unstable and caused him
angst. It was reported that this young man got up each morning and got ready for school and then
walked all around the town so that he did not have to be at home. He ended up at school several
times during the day and was not turned away.
Personal contacts with students, parents, and peers had a positive impact on teacher
social-emotional well-being. Teacher G reflected and thought that she had isolated herself too
much and recognized that she was creating greater distance between herself and those outside of
her family. There was definitely an increase in teacher stress during distance learning as noted
by Teacher F: “It wasn’t your typical 8-3 teacher day, it was 8-10 or 11 when you stopped
answering emails. I think that was the most exhausting part of the whole thing.”
Rural Teachers Faced Numerous Areas of Frustration. Teachers reported several
frustrations they experienced during the transition to distance learning. Notably, all of the 12
teachers understood that the current-at-the-time science behind the COVID-19 pandemic called
for immediate drastic safety measures: “Everybody was just thrown into it,” remarked Teacher
G. Over 50% of the rural teachers interviewed, however, believed that it could have been
handled more equitably and fairly by looking at each school district’s situation or county
numbers and not lumping all of the state together for a total educational shut down (Teacher J).
The general consensus among the teachers in this study was that rural schools were in a different
position than the metro schools and that should have been taken into consideration. Teacher J
continued,
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We should have our local control out here. We are able to function so differently than an
urban school. Even if it was by county I would feel that it is more of a fit for us. When
something is state mandated it is hard to get it to match our local circumstances and to
have things work the same way.
Requiring schools to provide daycare was also an area of frustration for some teachers.
Teacher F’s school went through some rocky times setting up the daycare schedule. The
superintendent made the decision early on to have the teachers rotate through the daycare in
four-hour shifts and not teach their regular online classes at that time. When the teachers realized
that the feedback and communication demand of distance learning were so great, they refused to
give up that teaching time and then the daycare supervision fell to the paras.
Teachers F and J had strong feelings about how rural people are viewed by people from
metro areas:
Metro people don’t think that we are as intelligent out here as they are in the city. They
don’t really recognize the number of professional and educated people who live out in
rural areas. I sometimes think that the feeling is that we are a bunch of redneck farmers
out here and we have no idea what’s going on in the world. That is wrong. There are a lot
of professionals out here. We do understand things of the world and we have chosen to
live out here. I could just as easily be teaching in Minneapolis, but I chose to live here. At
the same time, I am a professional and an educated woman. I am able to contribute to my
local area as an educated person. I want those in authority to know that there are people
out here who know how to care for those in our communities. So trust us. Trust us to do
the right things. (Teacher J)
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Another area of frustration for rural teachers was equity. Teacher H felt like she was
teaching to the upper echelon of students when in a distance learning model. Teacher K said it
clearly,
I think that the equity gap just grew by leaps and bounds. I believe that all of our rural
schools did the very best we could, you know, to try to make it an equal playing field, but
how...how do you do that when that poor kid who’s low income and in an unhealthy
living environment.
Teacher H reported a connection between the lack of parental support and motivation and the
availability of daycare providers to help and the amount of work that was done by many of the
students. Distance learning “definitely broke the equity gap wide open” (Teacher H). These
teachers saw their rural schools as vital to the health of their students. Teacher K continued,
“They need to come here just to know that they've got a safe learning place somewhere.
Somewhere clean with someone who will listen to them, someone who is caring.” There was
concern because the equity gap and learning loss were extremely evident when children returned
to school in the fall following the 2020 transition to distance learning (Teachers K and D).
Technology, including Internet connectivity and access to devices, in rural areas was the
number one obstacle for remote teaching and learning for 100% of the teachers interviewed. The
teachers also agreed that to effectively teach remotely, reliable technology was a basic need.
Teachers at one school reported that not all of their students knew how to use their email
accounts and that was a frustration which took time to sort out (Teacher D). Teachers D and H
mentioned the enormous amount of notifications they received via Schoology and Google. It
took much time to work through those communications in addition to other email
correspondence.
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Student motivation was also a frustration to several of the teachers in this study. When
asked about his students and work completion, Teacher I said, “There is a whole laundry list of
kids, that, you know, it was due by midnight and every single night, it was 11:50. 11:55. And
every once in a while, I get the email at 12:01, they had tried to turn it in. It said it’s late.”
Additionally, Teacher I reported,
I held two office hours during the day. When we were told that we couldn't require kids
to log in for a normal class time, we set up office hours. And early on, I had three or four
kids that would come in once or twice a week, but after a couple of weeks, I would sit in
front of my computer with Zoom open and just wait for someone to log in every day and
get nobody for a whole month. But I would still get the emails and stuff from the kids.
When asked how that made him feel, He said that it was discouraging because his favorite thing
about teaching was interacting with kids. Teacher J was also frustrated with student
responsiveness or lack thereof: “I learned that there are those students that we prompt and prod
to keep going. When we didn’t get that opportunity online, it was like a loss. We wondered what
the student was doing at home, if anything.”
Teacher-identified Successes
The transition to distance learning provided incredible opportunities for creative thinking
on the part of rural teachers. Teachers used surveys to get student input and fun backgrounds
were set up in their homes and classrooms to keep things interesting (Teachers H and L).
Connecting to the interests and identifying needs of the students kept these teachers searching for
the next best thing to teach content or promote emotional health using a distance learning format.
Holding special days like “hat day” and “dress-up days” encouraged students to participate
(Teacher K). One area Dairy Association saw a creative Facebook post and donated ice cream to
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the school, which was enjoyed in the fall (Teacher K). BINGO cards for task completion and
simplified assignment sheets produced increased student success (Teachers G and H). An eighth
grader reached out via email to thank Teacher L for his help during distance learning:
“Thanks for all your help. You did great.” And then she gave me the little smiley face
thing and it's like all of a sudden I knew she sees completely through me. She realized
that I was worried about a lot of people and I didn't know what the hell I was doing, and
she's, for some reason, wanting to tell me that I did great.
He was grateful for her expression of appreciation. Teachers learned more about some of the
quieter students:
There were the kids who just Abandoned Ship as soon as we went to distance learning,
but there was a whole group of kids that really shined. They didn't have to talk in class.
They could send me a message through Google classroom or send me an email and they,
you know, they did way better than they would have done in a classroom setting. They
didn't have the pressure of the smart kids thinking they were dumb. (Teacher I)
That knowledge will be put to use in future planning for in-school and remote teaching: “I had
no idea that they liked using computers as much as they do,” (Teacher I). Distance learning
taught the students and teachers to be more open to technology and to be more flexible in their
thinking (Teacher K).
Connecting with students on a more personal level was a success for Teacher A. She
appreciated getting a view into their personal lives during small group Google meets or
individual consultations, which the administration suggested be done a minimum of once a week.
“So, in a lot of ways I got to see the kids better than what I see them in the classroom because I
was seeing them in their home environment” (Teacher A). She also noted that,
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Unfortunately, some of my students felt the need to be out fishing sometimes or walking
or laying out in the backyard on their deck or playing with their dogs (while online with
me) and, you know, all those things that all the kids do. But I liked the fact that I got to
see them doing some of those things, just those more personal things.
According to all 12 teachers interviewed, relationships are important in rural communities and
getting to know the students in a different way and environment helped them understand their
students better (Teachers I and L).
Differentiating assignments and “right-sizing” tasks kept many of Teacher H’s students
focused on schoolwork. Allowing students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) to come
into the school to work with teachers and paras was important and prevented some of those
students from being “lost”, but still “it was hard because some of them stayed here all day long”
(Teacher K). All of Teacher C’s students turned in their “must do” assignments, with the help of
their parents. Teacher I mentioned that it takes much less time for him to prepare and record a
lesson. In addition, he saved all of his work from the spring for future use. Using a flipped
classroom format helped prepare students for distance learning and turned out to be a good allaround format for Teachers A and H. They will continue to “flip” in the future with some of their
classes. Keeping students interested in some subjects was a success in itself, as reported by
Teacher D: “My success is that there were 4th graders in the fall who still wanted to be in the 5th
grade band. 15 out of 26 still wanted to join the band.” Teacher E noted that her students were
more aware of learning targets and their importance. In addition, she said, “the writing unit was
really quite helpful to the students because I was able to use the shared docs and break it down
into steps to focus on and online it came through clearer than it might have in a regular class.”
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Distance Learning as an Impetus for Professional and Personal Growth. All of the
teachers interviewed reported a significant amount of growth as a result of their lived experience
during the transition to distance learning. Areas of highlighted growth included: technology,
communication, life balance, and empathy. A common mantra that bubbled to the surface was:
we can’t go back, so we need to embrace the future. This was especially true regarding
technology. All believed that they should and would do things differently in the future as they
planned for and worked with students. The COVID-19 disruption to education caused teachers to
be more creative regarding student engagement and delivery of instruction. Their extreme
growth was noted as being a needed response to having to do things differently so quickly.
Communication was a challenge and teachers needed to experiment with and learn effective
ways to communicate with individual students and groups. While challenging, all teachers
indicated that communication was critical to the continuity of education during the pandemic.
Of special interest to the researcher was the importance and evidence of growth that the
teachers referenced during their interviews. All 12 interviewees believed that their experiences
forced them to grow in multiple areas, both professionally and personally. Better relationships
with students and improved technology skills are areas of growth that have carried over to the
2020-2021 school year for the interviewees. The resulting Word Cloud is the result of a query of
the 100 most frequently coded words with a minimum of five letters in the growth coding family.
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Figure 23
Growth Word Cloud (NVivo) – Query of 100 Most Frequent Words in the GROWTH Code
Family

On a more personal level, these teachers learned that they have emotional and physical
limits themselves and can only do so much in a day or for a particular student. Life balance and
empathy were declared to be areas of growth for the majority of interviewees.
Technology. Teacher K reported about her experiences with technology, noting that,
I have learned so much. It has been tenfold what I need. Before I could do the basics and
that's kind of what we did. We went to the computer lab and I could do an AR test and I
could assign things on MobyMax and watch their progress. But now, I mean, we've got
first graders, emailing each other, emailing us as teachers. It's been fun. I do so much
more which is great.
She also giggled when she shared how much fun she and her co-teacher had creating bitmojis
and hiding them in student assignments. The students searched their daily work to find them.
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Teachers were forced to develop their technology skills. Teacher B shared, “I didn’t grow
up with technology and it was hard for me.” He wasn’t alone in that all of the teachers
interviewed felt challenged to some degree by the level of technology that was being required of
them. They needed to find new ways to teach important skills to their students and they felt the
need to continue focusing on critical Minnesota standards, also called power standards, as much
as possible, but they also needed to find technological ways to attempt to meet the needs of the
whole child, going beyond academics. Those social and emotional needs became more obvious
and were more challenging to meet and deemed most important by the majority of the teachers in
this study. So, the teachers had to stretch in their ability to move beyond what had been ingrained
in them regarding meeting Minnesota’s academic standards and use technology in a different
way. In an effort to meet those social and emotional needs better in the future, Teacher E stated
that she “would do more group work online,” even though it is tough to do so.
Teachers searched the internet for, contacted peers for suggestions of, and signed up for
free trials of numerous online resources. Teacher I covered the issue when he said, “I've got so
many different books and programs running around in my head right now” it was hard to
determine what was new this current year (2020-2021) and what was new during the COVID-19
transition to distance learning. Some of the online resources teachers used included: Quizlet,
Screencastify, Screencast-O-Matic, Youtube, Kahoot, BLOOMZ, Accelerated Reader, Moby
Max, goformative, Zoom, Flipgrid, editing programs, and Mystery Science.
Communication. Teachers learned to use Google, Schoology, Instagram, Seesaw, and
Facebook to communicate and share lots of videos and pictures with school families. As teachers
engaged in varied forms of communication, it spurred other teachers on to try new things and
promoted community support (Teacher K). While it was not general practice under regular
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conditions, nor encouraged, several teachers were forced to use their personal cell phones or
landlines to connect with students and parents during the COVID-19 transition to distance
learning. Teachers used cell phones to call, text, and email students and families. Some districts
would not allow their teachers to work in the school for a time, so their home phone or cell was
their only means of connecting with outsiders. This caused some extra stress on teachers because
they were accessible 24 hours a day and some struggled to “not respond” when their phones rang
(Teacher L and K). Teachers are caring people by nature, and they can fly to the rescue and “be
back before the commercial’s over” (Teacher K). Answering calls and emails at various times of
the day, and certainly not limited to eight work hours, got to be too much at times and then
caused some life balance issues.
Life balance. It didn’t take long for teachers to realize that the amount of work that they
could realistically expect their students to complete in a distance learning format was much less
than what could be expected in a regular in-the-classroom environment. “It was all too
overwhelming,” said Teacher C. “So, we talked about it. Those of us who were parents and
teachers knew that we had to lessen the load on these kids - it was just too much” for them, their
families, and for us as teachers to handle effectively or efficiently (Teacher C).
Teacher G noted that,
Especially the first couple weeks I sat there. I was in my living room and I had my laptop
on my lap and as soon as somebody had a question or I got an email, I would
immediately send it back. But then as you know, as we got going, I’m like, okay I’m just
going to need to put my computer down and step away from it for a while just for my
eyesight’s sake.
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Those strategies were a self-talk method to help Teacher G keep herself in balance. Early on,
Teacher I reported that he “would sit in front of my computer with Zoom open and just wait for
someone to log in every day” which was extremely frustrating because he knew that the students
needed his help but were just not taking the initiative to connect. Keeping the student’s
perspective in mind was difficult. Being available for students anytime during the day, almost
24/7, was stressful for the teachers (Teacher L). Teacher J noted that,
We as teachers want our kids to be successful and feel that we need to be available. But
in a situation like this, everyone was so spread out and everyone was doing things at
different times, it was really hard to be awake all of the time to give the students what
they needed and what my family needed.
Many of the teachers reported being stretched to their limits at times and needed to shut down
their computers for a break to regroup. Some teachers worked from home and rarely left their
houses, which limited social interactions (Teachers H, I, and J).
Teacher J openly expressed her desperate need for balance and self-care during and
following the spring of 2020:
Personally I have learned how important balance is in my life. I remember last summer
when the school year just stopped. The chaos just stopped for me and my kids. It was a
chance to just breathe. I think I just sat for a while. It was like a complete shutdown. We
put up a pool and that is basically what we did all summer. I sat under a tree and the kids
played in the pool. It went from a tornado to nothing. I said this must be what depression
feels like. I was completely shut down and didn't know how to function.
Taking time in the summer to slow down and rest provided much needed recuperation for many
of the teachers interviewed.
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The need to practice intentional self-care was something that all the 12 teachers had in
common. It was clear to this researcher that emotional recovery from the COVID-19 transitional
experience in the spring of 2020 will be a process that will take time and reflection. It is this
researcher’s hope that during times of future educational chaos, confusion or disruption, teachers
will be brave and stand up for themselves and their students, showing self-care and empathy for
others.
Empathy. Putting yourself in another person’s shoes can help give one a new perspective.
Teacher E found that as a result of the COVID-19 transition to distance learning she became
“more aware of the student’s perspective.” Providing an example, Teacher E said, “One day I
was sick and at home getting online. I could see how it would be really tough for kids with their
attention spans. It has allowed me to be a little more lenient and give them some breaks.”
Teacher J learned that she can “get set in my way. This is how I do it. It just didn’t work...so this
time I added flexibility.” Teacher F showed amazing insight when she shared,
So many of our school kids just don’t have support because it is a pretty high poverty
area that we are in. So I think the concern about rigor took a backseat to compassion and
grace for our kids. We needed to just get through this and we needed to preserve them.
Teacher C’s school quickly understood that significant amounts of new learning might not be a
realistic expectation, therefore, spiral review became a collective goal to help prevent students
from losing ground. This decision also helped relieve some stress on the students and their
families, clearly showing empathetic consideration. Realizing that distance learning was new and
difficult for everyone involved, developing a sense of compassion was critical to genuinely care
for students and peers.

127
Staff members also demonstrated empathetic behavior with one another during the
transition, particularly during the two-weeks of planning (Teacher A). There was a collective
effort in each school to look for different means of delivering instruction and providing needed
connections, especially early on. Following the planning period, staff was allowed to work from
home, according to Governor Walz and the MDE and many made that choice. Teachers
expressed greater isolation and fewer contacts with peers when working from home (Teachers A,
D, G, H, and I). Genuine effort to help peers and work with paras was demonstrated by Teachers
C, E, F, and K whether working remotely or on-site.
Themes and Research Questions #2 and #3
After further exploring the lived experiences of the interviewees, the researcher bridged
to the final two research questions and associated themes in tandem. It became apparent to this
researcher that questions #2 and #3 were directly correlated, especially in consideration of rural
school districts.
2) How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional identities of rural
Minnesota teachers?
3) How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota teachers’ views
of their future employment in education?
Rural-specific Influences are Unique. The rural teachers interviewed in this study
viewed themselves as teachers even after experiencing the COVID-19 transition to distance
learning. Teachers were unsure about many things and the educational climate was changing
frequently during the transition to distance learning. As exhausting as the transition to remote
instruction was in the spring of 2020, during the time of these interviews one year later, every
interviewee continued to identify themselves as a teacher. All professed to be career educators,
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with a resounding emphasis on rural. Teacher A responded with an emphatic “Yes” when asked
if she would continue to teach in her rural school district, and then she added “as long as they’ll
keep me.” The interviewees expressed their commitment both professionally and geographically.
They were tightly connected to the profession of education and to their rural communities
(Teachers B, C, and F) .
These teachers demonstrated deep commitment to rural areas and their rural school
districts. The reasons for this strong commitment included variables such as geographic location
and isolation, the lack of opportunity for mobility, limited professional jobs in the area, teaching
in the same school that their children attended, convenience, and length of time in the profession,
or seniority. It was also mentioned that in rural communities, the school is often one of the
higher paying enterprises in close proximity, which, in the event of a transition or relocation,
would cause a double economic hardship for farming families (Teachers F, H, and J). While
distanced from numerous amenities by often over 30 miles, the interviewees seemed to treasure
the solitude and natural isolation that are characteristic of rural communities. Teachers who are
part of a farming family stated that they were “married to the land” due to family investments,
but they also acknowledged that they were teachers because of their love of education and
children (Teachers F and H).
The culture of a rural community is unlike the culture of a metro area. There is a survival
mentality and a kinship that exists between members of a rural area. The top reason why all 12 of
the teachers in this research study enjoy teaching in a rural area is “relationships.” The teachers
noted the importance of close relationships that exist in small towns and rural school districts,
despite physical distance, and what joy those relationships bring (Teachers B, A, and L). Rural
teachers frequently know their students’ families well and have developed multi-generational
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connections which help keep discipline problems in check and lines of communication open,
both of which are beneficial to student success. Teachers are held in high regard and often
looked up to as area authorities (Teacher B). Teachers are also considered to be “people who
know what’s going on” around the area and esteemed as excellent, reliable resources (Teachers J
and L).
Teachers in this study had positive feelings about their rural school districts for a variety
of reasons: small class sizes, deep relationships with students and their families, increased
freedom (fewer restrictions), safety, and opportunities for involvement in the district and
community. Teacher D compared a small rural district to a family unit. The fact that teachers in
rural communities often need to wear many hats in order to help make a small school function
provides many opportunities for social interaction and involvement in the lives of students. This
involvement helps build positive and lasting relationships (Teacher B). With longevity in a rural
district, these relationships grow tighter, resulting in deep community roots, good
communication with parents, and few disciplinary issues (Teachers A, B, K, and L).
Teacher-identified Successes. Job satisfaction and success on the job are indicators of
teacher retention. Teaching effectiveness affects job satisfaction, thereby impacting teacher
retention or turnover. These 12 rural teachers believed that they did the best they could under the
circumstances at the time, even though they knew that their effectiveness was negatively
impacted by distance learning Teachers A, D, and G. Teacher L explained that while the spring
transition was difficult, he felt that his job satisfaction was higher; this was related to the
students’ needs being higher and the belief that he was doing whatever he could to make things
work for them. He realized how important his job was in the lives of his students (Teacher L).
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Teachers mentioned caring and compassionate acts of kindness that they or peers had carried out
(Teachers G and K).
Conversations with concerned parents were seen as successes, as well as important
conversations with students who reached out for help. Setting up intricate systems for delivery of
school materials to student homes, the provision of daily meals, and access to daycare were
noted as important and successful services (Teachers A, C, J, and L). Teacher D viewed having
middle school students still sign up for band for the following year as a success. Teachers agreed
that attending to the social-emotional needs of the students was a priority. They believed that
they were meeting the most important needs of the students with that focus in mind as they
adjusted lessons and met with students online (Teachers I and L).
Distance Learning as an Impetus for Professional and Personal Growth. There was a
desire to grow that was evident during the interviews. Being teachers at heart, they were eager to
learn more about technology, online programs, effective ways to deliver instruction from a
distance, and improved methods of communicating and partnering with parents (Teachers A and
E). Teacher F shared that she experienced an increase in her teacher creativity, but a decrease in
teacher artistry. Several teachers commented about the value they received through reflecting on
their personal transition to distance learning (Teachers F and J). Reflecting helped them process
their own feelings and identify their own needs in addition to providing motivation for improving
their instruction and student relationships in the upcoming years. It was evident to the researcher
that all of the 12 teachers sensed the importance of attending to their personal well-being and the
importance of making self-care a higher priority in their lives.
The Impact of Distance Learning on the Careers of Rural Teachers. When asked if
he still saw himself as a teacher, Teacher B responded with great confidence:
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I still don’t see myself doing anything else other than what I am doing. I feel a calling to
education. I think most teachers hopefully do. There were days when we were distance
learning and I was sitting in my classroom thinking what are we doing here. This is not
fun. It’s just not fun. If I’ve had five days that I’ve said that teaching was not fun, four of
them would be from the time of this COVID experience. They were just hard days, but I
am not questioning whether or not I am going to do this again. I am not leaving the
profession.
While none of the teachers interviewed were considering leaving education at this time,
one of the 12 declared that following getting tenure in her current position, she would look for
another rural job closer to a city to be near friends, but not in a metro area (Teacher E). Teacher I
had a “wait and see if we go back to school in the fall” mentality because the spring was very
stressful for him. He wanted to continue being a teacher, however, he was not sure if he wanted
to be a teacher under distance learning conditions.
Teacher J’s ponderings about the future of her teaching career were reflective and deep:
I am sad right now that we had a really good teacher leave us at Christmas break (2021).
She left the profession. One of my colleagues when I worked at (a nearby school)said that
she can’t teach any more and will not be coming back next year. I have some of that. I am
not sure how much longer I can do this. This is the first time I have ever felt like that. But
I am not going anywhere. For the first time I am questioning: Can I still do this job? And
do a good job? Am I ok with just letting some things go that the kids should have gotten?
So, there’s that feeling like I am not doing enough, and I am not a good enough teacher.
It’s that self esteem piece where you feel like you just got chopped down.
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The impact of the COVID-19 transition to distance learning caused real concern and difficult
self-review for many of the teachers interviewed.
The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent transition to distance learning did not cause
any of the 12 teachers to resign from the teaching profession. Three of the interviewees
personally knew of staff members who had resigned or were seriously contemplating leaving the
field due to the challenges of and changes accompanying distance learning (Teachers B, E, and
J). “I know people that have questioned because it definitely impacts the joyfulness you feel”
(Teacher B).
Summary
The purpose of chapter four was to share the individual lived experiences of 12 rural
Minnesota teachers who experienced the COVID-19 transition to distance learning in the spring
of 2020 and to discover the collective lived experience of said teachers. The findings of this
qualitative study were supported by primary data gathered through virtual interviews. From the
12 interviews that were conducted in the spring of 2021, the one year anniversary of the
educational disruption and transition, the researcher used NVivo software to carefully analyze
the transcripts looking for patterns. Seven code families and 26 supporting codes were unearthed,
representing the collective lived experience of the rural Minnesota teachers who participated in
this study.
The teachers interviewed were eager to participate and valued the experience as a means
of self reflection, personal healing, and helping others in the field of education. Technology
posed the biggest challenge for the 12 rural educators and their individual rural school districts.
Notable rural characteristics enhanced the isolation of remote teaching and the challenges of
implementing distance learning with any degree of success. Even though the spring of 2020 was
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reported to be a chaotic and exhausting time for each of the 12 educators represented in this
study, all 12 returned to their school districts in the fall of 2020. There was a consensus among
this group of rural teachers that they have no plans to exit the field of education in response to
the COVID-19 transition to distance learning at this time, despite reported decreases in teaching
effectiveness and job satisfaction.
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Chapter V: Discussion
Overview of the Study
The focus of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived
experiences of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers during the spring 2020 transition to distance
learning. The transition from in-person learning to remote learning was in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic, which caused a significant disruption to education, significantly
interrupting student learning (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). The 12 semi-formal interviews
produced a picture of the teachers’ lived experiences individually and, with further analysis,
collectively. How the participants in this study responded to the COVID-19 disruption is
significant because their experiences may provide helpful insights to support rural educational
systems during future educational disruptions and provide guidance to educational decisionmakers in creating plans for potential disruptions while attending to the differences that exist
between rural and metro school districts.
Research Questions
This qualitative study explored the following three questions:
1) What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers in the
transition to distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the spring of 2020?
2) How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional identities of rural
Minnesota teachers?
3) How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota teachers’ views
of their future employment in education?
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Conclusions
Historically, educational disruptions have stemmed from several causes, including
economic, environmental, civil, and medical crises (Dryden-Peterson, 2020; Pingo & Jones,
2020). Most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic wreaked havoc with educational systems around
the world and close to home, impacting the lives of teachers, families, and students (Burgess &
Sievertsen, 2020; Daniel, 2020). Dramatic changes, such as those that occurred with the COVID19 pandemic-induced educational shift to distance learning, had the power to affect the level of
job satisfaction and staying power of teachers (Center for State and Local Government
Excellence, 2020). Teachers in Southwest Minnesota were challenged and changed by their
transition to remote teaching in the spring of 2020, and, in the process, demonstrated high levels
of persistence.
The experiences of rural teachers in Southwest Minnesota during the spring of 2020 were
unique and shone a light on their rural resilience. The isolation of a rural area naturally limits
resources, such as access to experts, supplies, technology, health care, and technology, as miles
are many and people are few. The very nature of their work in a rural setting added a level of
difficulty to their teaching effectiveness, yet their commitment to rural education remained
intact. The collective experience of the teachers in this study demonstrates that technology was
imperative for weathering the COVID-19 educational transition. Technology was clearly a
challenge, an area of growth, and a necessity for rural educational systems to endure through the
COVID-19 crisis.
While there were numerous frustrations faced by the rural teachers in this study,
decreased student engagement, the fragile nature of rural internet connectivity, personal isolation
due to sheltering in place, and the lack of parent support were leading concerns. The 12
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Southwest Minnesota teachers interviewed expressed varying levels of frustration and
disappointment in student motivation and commitment, parental capacities to help their children,
administrative expectations, and sweeping mandates from state officials. The things that
frustrated them were all out of their control. These teachers were willing to accept the guidance
of those in authority, but felt that notable differences between rural and urban areas were not
taken into account and, subsequently, disrupted the education of rural students to a larger degree
than was necessary.
The 12 rural teachers represented in this research study had distance learning success
stories to share. At the elementary level, seeing the children’s smiles on dress-up days and
receiving “must do” assignments from 100% of their students encouraged the teachers to
continue stretching their creativity muscles. At the secondary level, identifying the students who
were “online thrivers” and more tech savvy than expected helped several teachers see their
students in a different light. Identifying and protecting their own needs for self-care were areas of
growth for these rural educators. Developing their technology skills gave them a sense of
accomplishment and kept them learning through trial and error. Having a peek into the homes
and personal lives of their students provided the opportunity to enlarge their empathy lenses.
Reflecting on their COVID-19 transition experiences gave the 12 interviewees pause to
find the balance between frustration, success, and growth. While the spring 2020 experience had
the potential of dampening their individual teacher identities, this study revealed their hardiness
and continued collective commitment to the teaching profession in rural Minnesota. The
following graphic summarizes the benefits and deficits expressed by the 12 teachers in rural
Minnesota school districts specifically related to location as experienced during the COVID-19
pandemic shift to distance learning during the spring of 2020.
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Figure 24
Rural Uniqueness Due to Location
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Implications
The transition to distance learning, including a heavier reliance on technology, was the
impetus for all of the five schools included in this study to move to or closer to a one to one K-12
technology plan. Planning for the fall of 2021, which was rooted in the experiences from the
spring of 2020, included a heavy emphasis on technology, student online access, quality online
programming, and parent training to assist with online learning. In a KARE 11 news broadcast,
Haavik (2020) reported that a ConnectedMN initiative is being explored to provide internet
services to 25,000 Minnesota students who have no current or no reliable internet connection.
Many of those 25,000 students may have lived in rural areas. Andrea Wood, representing a
private company involved in the initiative, stated that there “has been a gap that's been going on
for a long time. And it's disproportionately affecting kids of color, rural communities, and
Indigenous communities” (Haavik, 2020). A partnership between the Minnesota Governor and
private businesses was developed to connect all Minnesota school children to the internet,
possibly through satellite connections or community hot spot locations and, hopefully, at no
charge (Haavik, 2020).
Parents are important influencers regarding their children’s education, and even more so
became “key learning agents” due to COVID-19 (Daniela et al., 2021). During the 2020
transition to distance learning, their parental roles greatly increased. Parents and teachers noted
that parental effectiveness and capacity to help their children during distance learning was less
than desired, but understandable due to the rapid onset of the educational transition. Parents were
unprepared for the heavy demands of distance education and few received training regarding
school expectations. Bhamani et al. (2020) found that parents were anxious about a lack of
routine regarding use of time, scheduling, and meeting deadlines, which were considered to be
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“elements of systematic routine which help shape their future work habits” (p. 15). Parents also
expressed concern about loss of a “peer-learning opportunity” which they could not replicate at
home (Bhamani et al., 2020, p. 16). Parents also noted that their availability to assist their
children was limited due to their own work requirements and did not know how to make the
educational puzzle work at home with little guidance or specific directions from the school
(Bhamani et al., 2020; Daniela et al., 2021). In general, parents reported that they needed more
support from teachers to understand how best to support their children at home (Daniela et al.,
2021).
The teacher participants in this study expressed a continued commitment to their current
rural teaching position. While a few mentioned the health risks of COVID-19 when schools
resumed in the fall of 2020, none indicated that it was a great fear or a situation that would drive
them out of the profession. There were no complaints about financial concerns or suggestions for
teacher contract adjustments in the future. Cison PRNewswire (2020), however, using a national
survey found that three-fourths of public school teachers surveyed were “deeply concerned about
their personal safety and family finances during the COVID-19 pandemic” (p. 1). It is possible
that future teacher contract negotiations may contain language regarding pay protections, hazard
pay, or altered benefits should another educational disruption, like COVID-19, occur. The Center
for State and Local Government Excellence found that job satisfaction for K-12 employees
“plummeted from 69% in March 2020 to 44% in October 2020” (Highland County Press). The
teachers in this study acknowledge that their jobs were more stressful than prior to the COVID19 pandemic, but, in general, their satisfaction with their current job was not severely affected.
Strong leadership with clear communication and consistent support is critical to
navigating a crisis. In a school system, district and school administrators shoulder the burden of
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disseminating important information to employees, communities, and families, including district
responses and actions. When a major educational disruption occurs, educational leaders are
“charged with restructuring their systems, ensuring instructional quality” for all while operating
under new guidelines and, possibly, with tighter budgets (Kruse, et al., 2020). Administrators
who are supportive and accessible can ease the load of a burdened teacher by helping secure
needed resources and necessary training to help them deliver instruction as successfully as
possible. Leaders also need to show compassion to employees whose stress load has increased
and skill levels have been stretched. Moving into a micromanaging mode, on the part of a
building leader, is nonproductive and can cause additional anxiety on the part of the teacher.
During times of crisis, leaders need to be encouraging and trusting of their staff. Leaders also
need to be aware of the potential for inequities to occur and encourage, by example, that equity is
important to meet the needs of students so that all students build the capacity to succeed (Kruse
et al., 2020). Educational transitions require leaders to lead equitably, effectively, ethically, and
empathetically to carry their system successfully through a storm (Kruse, et al., 2020).
Leading well by example during any stressful situation builds confidence in the leader
and encourages others to do the same for those they lead. For a school administrator, engaging
teachers and parents during an educational shift can be challenging. Following the shift to
distance learning, there is still more work to be done since parents have grown “more connected
to their child’s daily education and, as a result, want to be more engaged moving forward,”
desiring greater understanding of academic expectations and student achievements (National
Parent Teacher Association, 2020). With that in mind, it is also evident that “92% of parents,
regardless of race, education, or income level, believe their child is performing at or above grade
level,” which does not align with reality according to National Assessment of Educational
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Progress data, highlighting a dramatic incongruence (National Parent Teacher Association,
2020). In a 2020 survey of students, the National Parent Teacher Association (2020) found that
58% of students say they were doing well academically before the virus; only 32% believe they
are doing well currently. The self-reported academic decline remains consistent along different
racial subgroups, and there is relatively little difference between students learning in-person, in
hybrid mode and fully online.” Educators saw a notable learning loss among students following
the COVID-19 transition to distance learning and “64% of respondents (principals) indicated
they were ‘very concerned,’ with 60% saying they’ve developed a plan to address learning loss
but 90 percent saying they need additional funding to efficiently execute their plans (National
Association of Elementary School Principals, 2020).
Teachers’ self-care is another area of interest following this research study. Teaching is a
caring profession requiring educators to often put the needs of their students before their own.
During the spring of 2020, teachers felt the strain of being available to students in new ways and
unusual circumstances. Daily schedules did not always fit into the normal eight-hour day of the
past. “Although most students report they are ‘doing OK’ and believe they are getting a good
education, they reported wanting more interaction with their teachers - 65% say more interaction
with teachers would be very helpful,” in addition to one-on-one tutoring, “to help them catch up
and stay on track” (National Parent Teacher Association, 2020). Acknowledging that teachers
were committing much time to meeting the needs of their students and making themselves
available at various times during the day, teachers’ self-care took a backseat.
Balancing their self-care, or the actions associated with caring for a person’s own state or
health and well-being, with the pressing needs of the students was problematic for many
educators during the spring of 2020 (Pate 2020). There were many unknowns regarding
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scheduling, isolation, and return-to-school timelines. From being ever hopeful about returning to
the classroom, teachers began to shift to despairing about never returning to their classrooms or
in-person instruction. Sheltering in place caused emotional stress, and it will take time,
understanding, and consistency for teachers to recover from the rapid educational shift caused by
COVID-19. Occupational stress on teachers during COVID -19 impacted their performance,
view of self, and job satisfaction (Chitra, 2020). Li, Liu, and Ma (2021), while studying the
effects of the pandemic on rural teachers, found that the immediate onset and forced shift to
distance learning caused a reduced level of passion for teaching.
As the needs of students were on the front burner, teachers’ stress increased: “In order to
support others, educators must support themselves first” (Pate, 2020). Encouraging self-care
strategies for educators “is considered an ethical imperative” on the part of the administration,
school district, and community (Pate, 2020). Practicing self-awareness, optimism, and gratitude
are a few strategies to promote personal well-being through the development of a healthy
mindset (McClintock, 2020; Pate, 2020). Establishing a dedicated workspace, setting boundaries
for self and others, staying connected with others, limiting consumption of news and social
media, and getting additional rest were also strategies found to be successful in helping teachers
implement beneficial self-care following the unprecedented COVID-19 educational ordeal
(McCarthy, 2020; McClintock, 2020; Pate, 2020).
With online learning being more readily available than in past years and having been
tested during COVID-19, online educational experiences will continue to be used to educate
students, whether by choice, force, or disruption. The majority of the teachers in this study
placed a lower value on the effectiveness of distance and online learning as compared to the
effectiveness of in-person instruction for most students. Students’ engagement and parents’
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involvement were stumbling blocks to the effectiveness of remote learning. Training students
and parents to successfully participate in online learning and developing and sharing clear
expectations for students and parents is the responsibility of any school district choosing to use
an online learning format. Those necessary skills and expectations are not generally known and
vary from school district to district, and, often, from teacher to teacher. Having a thorough
understanding of expectations may help increase students’ levels of motivation and decrease
levels of stress. Having a detailed plan for dealing with internet connectivity issues and hardware
problems needs to be shared with everyone involved with online learning.
Recommendations for Practice
Educator preparation programs can benefit from lessons learned through the COVID-19
pandemic as they make needed adjustments to teacher and leader training (Herold, 2021; Koenig,
2020). Refreshed and relevant programs have the potential to better prepare future teachers and
administrators to provide an excellent educational experience for all of their students under
varying educational conditions (Herold, 2021; Koenig, 2020). A review of current teacher
preparation programs requires considering what colleges are doing differently to prepare teachers
for future classroom success since the COVID-19 pandemic; how the delivery of online
instruction and provision of feedback is being taught and practiced; how colleges are nurturing
teachers for a tech-savvy future; and what practicum and student teacher experiences should look
like in the future. Regarding high level educators, future administrators must develop leadership
skills covering broader areas of emergency preparedness, long-term crisis management,
management of and expectations for remote teachers, improved digital communication methods,
strategies for helping parents navigate online and distance learning, budgeting in a crisis, and
soft skills such as empathy (Sampat & Oommen, 2020).
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This research study prompts several sectors of school-wide recommendations for staff,
leaders, teachers, parents, volunteers, and students. All groups would benefit from additional
training in technology and trouble-shooting, schoolwide technology platform use, empathy, selfcare, communication, and community connectedness. Necessarily, there would be costs
associated with such training, due to the need for additional contracted workshop days and
trainer or program expenses, and state governments should consider increasing educational
funding allocations targeted at training, in future state budgets.
Learning environments need novel and increased resources to meet educational goals in
our post-COVID-19 learning culture. Developing a greater capacity for staff and students to
learn and grow requires resources. Resources necessary for schools to be effective in new multidelivery learning models include, building a strong network of community and district support to
gird up instructional delivery for the next crisis. School districts might need to hire additional
staff to better meet the needs of students in various learning environments: in-person, hybrid, and
online. A parent or distance learning liaison might be the needed voice connecting parents and
school personnel.
Designated online learning coordinators would take the stress off of the “brick and
mortar” teachers and add to efficient time management, since transitioning between models of
instructional delivery takes extra time and energy on the part of the instructor. A district
technology troubleshooter available to staff, students, and parents would create a direct pathway
to solving tech glitches without pulling the classroom or online teacher away from instructional
duties. Development of an effective hybrid program to meet the specific needs of rural or metro
school districts takes intentionality. A study of the school system should be handled by a
designated team providing guidance to the teachers delivering the instruction. Hiring a parent
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educator or trainer is an interesting option to consider. Parents were thrown into distance
learning without any teacher training, yet asked to, essentially, co-teach with their child’s regular
teacher(s). School districts could provide parent training with an emphasis on their role as a coteacher, emphasizing expectations, timelines, and navigation of online programs, especially at
the lower grade levels.
Specific recommendations for administration and teachers include setting learning
expectations for parents, students, and family units, encouraging adaptability and positivity.
However, going beyond the paper and pencil, or computers and clicks, administration and staff
should promote life balance and provide opportunities for staff to connect, parents to engage
with one another, and students to “get together” safely. Administration could set up a system so
that the superintendent, principals, union representatives, and department heads are involved in
reaching out to staff members to check on them to see how they are doing under the strain of
new expectations and altered hours (Altemose, 2021; Kruse et al., 2020). In light of COVID-19
being a medical emergency, a system of checking on staff regarding their physical health would
also be appropriate. Practicing “reciprocal grace” with co-workers and parents would go a long
way in promoting good will.
In light of the COVID-19 pandemic which uprooted traditional classroom instruction,
finding ways to help staff members develop a fluid and flexible mindset, with reference to
meeting student needs and delivering instruction using multiple modalities, seems critical. Our
classrooms will never be the same following this world-wide shift, and open-mindedness and
empathy are crucial to move educators effectively forward into future educational trends and
discoveries (Morin, n.d.).
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Recommendations for Research
This study has several delimitations for fellow researchers and readers to keep in mind.
The following delimitations provide fertile soil for future investigation. It was a purposeful
decision on the part of the researcher to narrow the focus of this study geographically, putting the
focus on Southwest Minnesota, specifically EDR #8. The study did not address the lived
experiences of teachers in higher education. The sampling design limited the pool of possible
interviewees to those with between five and 25 years of teaching experience. The lived
experiences of teachers with fewer than five years of experience may have provided a very
different set of data points due to their “new teacher” perspective. As this study was a qualitative
phenomenological study, the conclusions drawn lack a quantitative data lens, and, potentially, a
teacher survey might yield confirming or differing results.
As an outgrowth of the information revealed through the teacher interviews and analysis,
several patterns emerged which would lend themselves to further research, providing a benefit to
teachers. Teacher self-care, in general and during a crisis, is an area receiving more recent
attention, but with little current focus on rural teachers. While the schools in this study all served
populations from PreK- 12, none of the teachers interviewed were employed as preschool
teachers. Learning more about their experiences during the transition to distance learning would
give us a peek into those early year experiences. Stress is a part of life that is impacted by work
environments. Interesting data might be unearthed through a study comparing and contrasting
teacher stress levels in the following three teaching environments: at school teaching online, at
home teaching remotely, and teaching in-person at school. Examining teacher stress in various
teaching models, such as in-person, hybrid, and distance-only, would be informative for future
planning.
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Additional research into best online teaching practices as related to lessons learned in
rural Minnesota during the COVID-19 transition to distance learning could benefit student
engagement and achievement. Research that answers questions such as the following could shed
light on online teaching effectiveness: How do teachers give effective feedback online? How do
teachers engage students in an online learning environment at various grade levels? How do
schools teach parents to be effective co-teachers while their children are learning remotely?
Concluding Comments
This study sought to investigate the lived experiences of rural teachers in Southwest
Minnesota as they rapidly transitioned to a distance learning instructional model during the
spring of 2020. Since teacher retention is critical to keeping rural classrooms staffed with
licensed teachers, understanding whether or not their experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic impacted their job satisfaction and desire to continue teaching in a rural setting was the
ultimate goal of the researcher. Sharing their individual transition experiences through the
interview process revealed individual teacher’s personal frustrations, successes, growth, and
levels of well-being. Following a deep analysis, a collective picture emerged. What the
researcher found was that rural teachers are resilient, life-long learners, and often tied to the land
in various ways. Cumulatively, the rural teachers in this study displayed a strong commitment to
rural education.
There have been disruptions to education over the years with COVID-19 being the most
recent major disruption to date. Administrators, teachers, and policymakers can learn from the
experiences of these rural Southwest Minnesota educators as they prepare for future disruptions
to the delivery of instruction. The results of this study present a call to action, on behalf of our
students, families, and communities, for educators to continue to strive for excellence, teach with
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empathy, learn what we can, prepare for the best and the worst, and keep the students at the
center of decisions affecting their educational experiences.
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Appendix A
Observation and Reflexivity Notes
Date
Entry
3/18/202 As I am getting ready to send out my introductory emails to teachers in my
1
selected schools, I feel a bit nervous. It is the anniversary of the spring 2020
transition to DL. I feel sad thinking about what we all have gone through over the
past year. I feel pride in the fact that my teaching team made it through the spring
transition and made adjustments all through the year as students were in and out of
the classroom due to COVID. I wonder what the teachers I contact will be
thinking. I imagine there will be three schools of thought: 1) they have no
identifiable feelings at this time; 2) they will be overjoyed at the place they are
currently; or 3) they don’t want to think about last year’s chaos. I think this might
impact the level of participation, but am not sure. I am thankful that a small
sampling of 12 teachers will meet my participation needs.
3/24/202 I sent out emails to three of my schools today. Super fast responses with 6 teachers
1
agreeing. Some comments referred to “living through that chaos” and “wanting to
talk about it”. I believe the topic is still relevant and that I might have hit a nerve
for some teachers.
3/25/202 I sent out the remainder of the emails today. Again, quick responses. I filled my
1
needed 12 participants and had 4 that, with their permission, were put on a reserve
list in case I run into scheduling issues or some participants drop. Four other
teachers responded, but didn’t meet the criteria. Comments suggested a strong
desire to help a fellow area educator. I am nervous, yet excited to hear their stories.
I will need to be careful to not let my nervousness or my own experiences and
perceptions of my teachers’ experiences influence their sharing. Teachers are
intuitive and pick up on verbal and physical cues quickly. Many are sensory, by
nature.
3/29/202 I began scheduling interview appointments today. Even though I think each
1
interview will take approximately one hour, I want to give myself a 2-hour
window to prep before and process afterward - without rushing any teacher. I think
that the more emotionally impacted the teacher was in the spring will lengthen the
interview - emotional narratives/conversations seem to take more time. It will be
important to validate their unique experiences.
3/30/202 Today is my birthday. It feels better to have businesses open and things are
1
looking up. I read through my last year’s journal and FB posts and noted a
tone/sense of dread and confusion in my writing. Hopefully, the participants will
be able to reconnect with their own authentic feelings of 2020 including the
transition to DL. It was such a surprise and time of fear. So much information was
coming at everyone - it was hard to discern truth from ramblings. Parents, as well
as students and teachers, were struggling to figure out systems and the most
effective and efficient ways to do tasks. The smallest tasks seemed to take lots of
steps. Teachers had to think differently.
3/31/202 Tonight I have my first interview. It is very important to me to validate the stories
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of those I interview. While I might feel anxious, I want to be calm. While I
anticipate comments about chaos and challenges, I will carefully document both
the words, emotion, and intent of my participants as they answer my questions. I
wonder if they will have questions for me? How do I handle that? During the
interview do I share a bit of my COVID transition story as an admin. or do I keep
my thoughts to myself even after the interview? I want it to be a conversation with
give and take. I feel that a limited amount of sharing will validate that they are
being heard – encouraging their voice. Consent forms are coming in - what a
blessing for people to be willing to share their stories with others. Three reasons
for participants’ desire to help a fellow educator is emerging: interested in the
research process, thinking about going back to college to further their degree, and
wanting to talk about the chaos of the spring.
3/31/202 Teacher A Interview –
1
*Thank goodness for recordings. I took notes, but was so engaged and absorbed in
the conversation that I found my note-taking to be a distraction to me. My
expectation of working through the questions in a strict and orderly fashion was
unrealistic. While I prepared an orderly interview protocol, my desire was truly to
have a genuine conversation. I think that the pressure I felt being in the position of
researcher during the interview made me feel a little guilty about veering off track
at times. I must remember that interviews are not oral questionnaires or surveys.
Moving in the direction of an interesting comment by the interviewee is acceptable
and expected. Getting to the authentic “lived experiences” of people who have
experienced something powerful can be messy business and is not expected to be
completely linear.
Teacher A felt overwhelmed at times during COVID. Having worked with flipped
classrooms previously was a lifesaver for her.
She wishes that she would have had more time and notice to do more thoughtful
planning. This was validated by several sighs and pauses. She felt that because she
didn’t know what was expected her time could have been used more effectively.
She missed peer interactions.
PD was a collaborative, yet sketchy venture.
*It was clear that Teacher A has a heart for rural teaching. She expressed such joy
about working with her students, even after 22 years in the same rural school.
It is important to note the special events that students and staff missed during the
transition to DL and during DL. Events like graduation receptions are particularly
important social events in rural communities.
Being a farmer’s wife and from the community, she will not be leaving the
profession or the school – rural connections run deep and may involve several
generations.
Growth is an extension of every change or challenge – rural people are resilient
people.
4/1/2021 To help me evaluate my concept of reflexivity I sought out some research on the
topic directed at novice researchers. “Each encounter in the field yields a ream of
questions and uncertainties” (Meyer & Willis, 2018, abstract). “Novice researchers
have less experience on which to draw to assess their interactions with
participants” (Meyer & Willis, 2018, abstract). I agree. I am in personally
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uncharted waters. Reflexive journaling is a process to help make sense of my
connections to the messiness of other peoples’ experiences while being aware of
my own biases and interpretations, helping me to “find stable footing” all the
while dealing with the creation of data and the interpretation of that data (p. 3).
Reflexive thinking can take many forms, including thoughts about the
interviewees, questions, past personal experiences, expectations, specific topics,
etc.
Even after only one interview I find that I designed my questions with a particular
mindset – more about challenges than unexpected joys. Wondering if my
administrative perspective or view of the spring transition kept me too far from the
students and teachers to notice many of the positives. Note to self: Expect the
unexpected and appreciate all possibilities.
4/1/2021 Teacher B - Interview –
*I am only on interview two and not following the interview protocol completely.
Teacher B answered some questions from the protocol as he answered other ones –
yielding combined answers.
Teacher B noted that Schoology was overloaded regularly and that his school’s
technology evolved.
The teachers really didn’t know what they needed.
Admin. communicated well, in his opinion, using google meets and emails. They
were open to sharing their own uncertainties.
For PD, he was part of a group that got together for a peer book club.
His confidence grew in the digital setting.
Rural teachers are always wearing many hats throughout the school year.
In small communities, teachers carry weight as experts and authority figures.
He mentioned that he feels that his rural peers are willing to go beyond the
contract to serve the students.
Teacher B enjoys the way small towns take care of their teachers.
*The close-knit feel of a rural community bleeds over to the school community.
There is a mutual dependency that develops between the school/staff and the
community/residents. It is a precious thing. It is about relationships in rural
America.
4/1/2021 Teacher C – Interview
Teacher C called the transition a “fluid situation” – her administration held daily
meetings with the staff. Their planning focused on the most essential things
students needed to learn.
Calls were made to parents to check on internet access and to share information
about delivery of student materials.
Meals and Daycare were big concerns.
It was a lot of work – Together “we created a small business in two weeks.”
Organization was essential – staff jumped in using each of their strengths, skills,
and contacts.
Several areas were discussed during their meetings: equitable access and social
interaction
Elementary students were given paper packets and a camera icon was posted on
the assignment sheet to show what was a “must do” activity. The parent was to
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take a pic of that assignment and send it to the teacher.
Teacher C used an internet program called Bloomz for her primary grade students.
Not all parents responded
“It felt surreal.”
There was open communication between staff and admin. Supt. definitely took the
lead.
*Another teacher from this school felt differently about the supt.’s level of
leadership, however, they had different principal experiences. One had a new
principal and the one had a seasoned principal. I believe that this is indicative of
the importance of the immediate supervisor (principal)’s engagement.
Used Google classroom – had a technology interventionist available to help staff.
“collective decisions” were made and were effective
Teacher C saw her peers as problem solvers and flexible; she felt that the stress
brought the staff closer.
Sharing with peers was a necessity.
Spiral review took center stage – Used BOOM cards for drill and practice; reading
Eggs and Math Seeds were also used.
Moved to 1-1 devices in the summer.
*Teacher A’s attitude, voice, and non-verbals clearly indicated a sense of pride in
how her school attacked the DL transition. She shared a real concern for those
students without participating parents.
4/2/2021 Today I am pondering various influencers to data collection. Time of day can
yield a fresh or tired outlook of past experiences for both the interviewee and
myself. Weekends are fresh and the end of a school day is a bit more tiring. My
personal characteristics – voice, enthusiasm, facial expressions, attentiveness,
talkativeness, and reactiveness – could play a role in participant answers if I
interrupt or show confusion or disapproval in some way (Ortlipp,2008). It is
helpful to be aware of differences in characteristics of my interviewees and myself.
I must also acknowledge that I am not a totally neutral participant in this study. I,
too, experienced the COVID-19 transition in the spring. My positionality as an
administrator may play a role positively (they get to share with someone at a
higher level of authority, so concerns are reaching ears that may be able to help
change things for them) or negatively (cautious about the long-standing
relationships of area principals and superintendents; or that some version of their
answers may be connected to them and impact their own positionality). The
setting may be an influencer – virtual vs. in-person. I offered in-person interviews,
however, all 12 chose virtual. Several reasons come to mind – developing
familiarity and continued novelty of virtual meetings, time-saving ease of virtual
meetings, safety, & convenience of virtual meetings with location and opportunity
to fit it into an already hectic day. Another aspect of setting, with regard to virtual,
might be the background – was I at the office or at home while interviewing? The
office setting might yield a more formal conversation, whereas my home
background is more “homey” and might yield a more casual convo. Perhaps
participants’ openness could be impacted by their location – more open at home
than at school? Using Google meets, I was able to check my facial expressions so
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as not to be too serious or to show disapproval or disagreement.
There is much pressure on the researcher in phenomenological research since they
are the “instrument” of data collection. Personal values and ethics come into play.
I want to hear the stories of my interviewees with open and accurate ears and see
with clear eyes. I feel a bit tainted by the throwing around of research and science
during this COVID experience – it appears to be engaged to serve whichever side
of the issue the researcher is on. So much conflicting data – ethical representation
and analysis of collected data is more important now than ever before in my
lifetime – it is world-impacting.
As difficult as it is, the researcher (me) must attempt to both acknowledge and, as
much as possible, leave their personal baggage on the curb as they enter into an
interview. That struggle is real – my passion about education and the success of
rural schools coupled with my compassion for teachers, students, and parents are
immense. I have my own personal wounds from the COVID-19 transition in the
spring to continue processing to promote healing and hope.
4/2/2021 Teacher D – Interview
*Teacher D’s tone was frustrated and her voice held much discouragement at how
DL went for her music students. She understood the reasoning on the part of the
district to give preference to core subjects, but found it frustrating to hold anyone
accountable or to come up with lessons that students would choose to complete
when they weren’t being told that those lessons were required. She also felt some
anxiety about her use of time and expectations. Non Core teachers were not
encouraged to contact parents or students; all communication was to go through
the classroom core teachers. She saw this as a double standard sending a clear
message to parents about what was important and which classes were not.
Teacher D used Schoology, Google, and Seesaw for posting assignments and
communicating with students and parents. Schoology was frustrating as it was
often “down”. Elem. used paper packets only. Across the board, the protocols for
K-5 were much easier, in her opinion, for parents to follow consistently as
evidenced by completed and returned/submitted work.
Spring 2020 experience led the school in setting up an 85 min. block schedule and
a hybrid plan for fall 2020. Admin. listened to the teachers and developed a plan
for the fall.
With over 50% free & reduced students, internet connections were a problem and
parental capacities to help were limited.
She handled the technology portion for the PLC’s. She was designated as the elem.
tech teacher, but really did not feel up to speed to be of much help.
*Teacher D was contemplative about her answers and did not want to shed a poor
light on the district, but clearly felt that there had been some poor decision-making
on the part of the admin. She brought in her own parental feelings and compared
her job situation to the expectations and protocols that her high school son dealt
with and she felt that he had been in a better situation.
Teacher D’s family experienced COVID-19 up close; she and her disabled son
were quarantined for 24 days. It was a struggle for her on the home front and from
a school perspective.
4/2/2021 Teacher E Interview –
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*Teacher E experienced much frustration with co-workers and administration
which severely impacted the transition experience, which was clear in her words
and facial expressions.
Each academic area was unique and affected the delivery model and student
success. Personal anxiety made it worse for her. Having her support animal with
her at school would have made a difference.
K-6 were paper packets and 7-12 used Chromebooks.
After a while, she just knew that some kids were not going to log on.
It was very difficult to give any quality feedback during DL. All feedback was
handled through Schoology. Students had not used emails for communication so
many did not know how to log on. Many deficits w/ technology were noted.
Teacher D would consider a move to a different district, but not a much larger one;
she values the personal aspect of rural areas.
*I sensed frustration and her facial expressions supported that perception.
She was dissatisfied with the administration’s handling of the transition to DL and
following support. She felt somewhat threatened by the principal. There was
identified favoritism, which bothered her, but she wants to get tenure in a district
and she’s completed 2 years and needs one more where she currently is teaching.
Her background in technology really helped her move into distance learning with a
bit of an edge in some ways. The overloading of the Schoology platform was a
tremendous frustration to teachers, parents, and students. Tech platforms were not
prepared for the onslaught of continuous access. It improved over time and will
undoubtedly be a better product in the future. Schoology is very popular in SW
MN as a communication platform with parents.
She labeled the spring work assigned as “busy work” across the board. She was
hoping for more, but indicated that the teachers really had no idea how to begin or
plan effectively.
Principal demanded that a daily communication log be filled out. Teacher D
interpreted this as being micro-managing, tedious, and difficult to stay on top of.
She believes that she has grown and will use more group work in the future and
that she has developed her understanding of the students’ attention spans and will
plan more often with a student’s perspective in mind.
4/2/2021 Teacher F – Interview
*A researcher has to have a back-up plan because some interviews happen in
strange ways. Technology has allowed us to even do an interview on the go.
Teacher F was on her way, with her family, to visit relatives in South Dakota. The
internet was unstable as she traveled. We needed to reconnect a couple of times at
the beginning while she got a cell phone to hook up. It was difficult to hear her at
times, so I took copious notes. I asked if she wanted to do it another time, but she
said that this would work and that we would just work through the distractions.
Internet is a powerful yet fragile thing. Tactiq got most of what she said
transcribed, but with multiple errors. I listened to the recording via my digital
recorder again to be sure that the transcript was ok.
Context and good listening is vital to data collection for a qualitative researcher.
Member checking was very important as she made several adjustments. I was
concerned that she would feel that it was too much work to “correct”, but she did it
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willingly. I am confident that we captured her experience in the spring.
Teacher F is a lifelong rural educator. She has taught in 3 different SW MN
districts. Her husband is a farmer which keeps her close to SW MN. She greatly
enjoys teaching college now classes through SMSU. “There are no anonymous
students in rural schools.” “It is so easy to build relationships.” The staff had “so
many questions”. She was sad that she couldn’t connect with the kids in person to
say goodbye. Trying to plan with the constant changes was “like trying to hit a
moving target”. No 1-1 device plan at her school. Biggest question was “How are
we going to get instruction tour kids?” She was less befuddled than some of her
peers because she had already worked with flipped classrooms and because of the
college now coursework, her HS students were 1-1 devices. They “lost lots of
kids,” who didn’t show up online or turn in work. She was concerned about the
level of rigor and loss of routine for the students. Most teachers began with and
continued with spiral review lessons. The teachers were also worried about the
high risk staff. Daycare was an OOFDAH! Problem with all staff having to take
turns. Union put a kibosh on that after the first week. A para schedule was set up to
cover the daycare.
Formative assessment was difficult.
*I wonder if any of the assessments, formative or summative were valid during
DL. The extensions of the school day into the evenings to try to connect with kids
(working) and parents (working) must have been exhausting.
She could see that “remote instruction was taking a toll on our students”.
She expressed concern about student safety. “School had been a refuge for some of
our students.” She was worried about both the physical and mental health of some
of her more disadvantaged students.
She acknowledged the high poverty status of her community and the lack of
parental support. Teaching at the high levels of college now, she was exasperated
with the needed decrease in rigor and reduced expectations.
She gave high praises to the high school principal who was highly protective of the
teachers’ time and communicated well with staff asking for their input. The supt.
was more wishy washy and less direct and less visible.
*I see communication as having played a significant role in the success of DL
during the transition for most of my interviewees so far.
Some families maxed out on their internet/cell phone plan on the first day. Food
service was another OOFDAH! for her school. With deliveries over a large area –
used spring coaches for lunch deliveries to fulfill their spring sports contracts.
Paper lessons were delivered that way, too.
Teacher F believes that she and the rest of the staff grew in their technology skills.
She said that “this wasn’t the biggest gauntlet that he had gone through” and that
she challenged herself to find better ways to do things. As a realist, her focus was
on making tasks impactful, brief, and manageable.
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She missed the student partnerships the most. Collaboration with peers must have
also been missed by many teachers.
This COVID experience was the first time she had ever rethought her commitment
to education and wondered about continuing as a teacher. She noted that she has
skills that could be put to work elsewhere.
The negative dialogue in the public regarding teachers bothered her. She said that
we are “doing everything we can X2 just to get our kids back into the building.”
The loud teacher voices from the cities are of concern to her because they do not
represent all parts of the state, particularly rural districts. She mentioned that the
pressure from big urban districts like Anoka-Hennepin negatively impacts rural
schools, while the great success of rural schools goes unnoticed. There is a feeling
among rural teachers that rural teachers really have nothing of value to share and
that metro teachers represent all teachers.
It was noted that there was an increase in teacher creativity, but a decrease in
teacher artistry. Back to the basics seemed to rule.
“It is a little bit surreal to look back to a year ago” and to see where we were and
where we are now.
*Teacher F appreciated the opportunity to reflect and talk about her experience.
She was planning a day to do the same with her students to give them time to
reflect and share. That will be a good time for them to see how well they survived
a pandemic and to think about what they learned from the experience.
Her hopeful, yet realistic sharing of obstacles and frustrations was evident in her
verbal and non-verbal responses. She is a survivor.
4/5/2021 I am using a variety of “tools” to prompt more detailed answers, such as: tell me a
little more about …; how did you feel about that….; sharing a like experience;
wait time. I have to check myself to keep from sharing too much too often, so as to
not interrupt the participant’s thinking, but to only spur it on a bit to dig deeper.
I am viewing reflexivity as looking back at biases and experiences, longer term, on
the part of the researcher, and reflection as looking back at the recent experience
for feelings and observations, in general. I am finding that this journal is a
combination of both reflexivity and reflection. It is helpful to review and look back
with a variety of lenses. Reflexivity reveals why I ask questions in a certain way,
which questions I ask, and how long I allow the conversation to linger on a topic
or question - which aligns with research conducted by Ortlipp (2008). Reflexivity
provides a “research trail of gradually altering methodologies and reshaping
analysis” (Ortlipp, 2008), p. 696). This will be helpful to me in future research of
this nature.
4/5/2021 Teacher G – Interview
Teacher G expressed that teaching is getting harder. She loves the “I got it”
moments, but is feeling a little burnt out. DL added much stress. The apathy of
students and parents was a frustration.
She met 1X/week with students, mostly for social-emotional reasons. Discipline
and attention were problems.
Her district used the SWWC Service Cooperative for some technology training – it
was more of a “what’s out there” presentation using Google search.
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Staff meetings were mostly opportunities for venting.
Evaluating student progress and giving grades was really hard for her.
Teacher G suggests that we train parents for DL because they are critical to the
student’s success.
Her small school had limited staff with one tech teacher and her being the only PE
teacher. She had no one to collaborate with and was her own support person.
She was forced to use the internet for PE assignments more than she desired.
PE Resources are lacking for DL.
Rural teachers are extremely flexible.
May Day Fun – picked an hour and delivered care packages to houses in her town.
She delivered balloons with a note: jokes to lift you up!
Used lots of vocal variation and encouraging words to help keep students
motivated.
Elem. used paper packets.
MS/HS were all online.
Materials were delivered with the lunch bus route – paras and bus drivers handled
the deliveries.
Her growth was noted as being more innovative with teaching, locating available
resources, and being more comfortable online.
*Teacher G appeared depressed and, while many of her words were positive, there
was little life or enthusiasm in her delivery.
4/5/2021 Teacher I Interview – Teacher I has always taught science and is the head of the
science dept. It felt, to me, that he regretted not having more time to prepare
himself and other teachers for DL. Their PD was tech-based and teacher led;
however, everyone was super busy preparing and not all attended. The 11&12th
graders had laptops. 7-10 had Chromebooks. His main online platforms were
Google and Ed Web. There was pretty good continuity across the school.
He was disappointed that the school, and more specifically MDE, did not have an
emergency plan for such a disruption. There has been talk in the science
community about such a pandemic for quite a while. He believes that if his school
had had a plan ready to implement, they could have approached the governor or
MDE and asked for special consideration. The school worked over the summer to
be prepared for the fall of the 2020-21 school year. They had better success.
As a science guy, he felt that there was adequate evidence of something like this
happening in the future.
*I sensed his disappointment and disillusionment of how MDE responded and of
how so many students did not fulfill their responsibilities. His tone was slightly
depressed. His words and facial expressions indicated that if he was going to have
to do DL in the future for an extended amount of time, he would consider leaving
the profession.
4/7/2021 I have been surprised by the honest reflection of the interviewees. While they felt
challenged, they showed resilience and pressed on, beyond just knowing they had
to fulfill their contracts. They genuinely had student health and success on their
minds. I am always encouraged by the heart of a teacher.
4/7/2021 Teacher L – Interview
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*Teacher L was very excited to be interviewed. He is a “newshound” as he called
himself and he stayed right on top of what was happening with COVID-19. His
interest in history and news supported that interest. Teacher L had been following
the pandemic prior to it being called a pandemic, so he took it seriously. He is also
a prepper, so he was repaired as a survivalist for shortages, danger, and roving
blackouts. Teacher L realized early on that this experience was going to cause
teachers to “reinvent teaching”.
Teacher L went paperless with his upper- level classes – some concurrent
enrollment classes, too. He used many youtube lectures. The school used
Schoology. The lower grades were distributing work packets.
Teacher L likes to connect with students. He noticed that the kids were getting
really down & out and many kids called him to just chat. He tried to support them
over the phone because he knew they were lonely. Many of his students had lost
all assemblance of a routine and were not getting themselves up and showered.
This made him sad.
*It appears that many schools gave their staff the choice of working from home or
from school.
Teacher L went into school and worked from his office there.
*It is interesting to consider the sustainability of teachers to emotionally and
physically “be there for kids” without a daily schedule – it could become
overwhelming and emotionally draining, particularly when dealing with at-risk
kids.
Teacher L checked in with parents, too. He had to get “a bit chesty” with some
parents who were just letting their kids do whatever and providing no guidance.
He had some “heated conversations” with parents. Caring runs deep in small rural
communities – multiple generations of knowing one another build bonds which
allow for direct conversations. “These are our friends and neighbors; we will see
them every day.”
No google classrooms – just Schoology. Met with students 20 min./week through
zoom.
Teacher L tried to add some fun and set up a background with a bunch of flags for
his zoom meetings.
Teacher L did not feel like he was as effective as he wanted to be, even though he
tried. I think the district “purchased my time – 8 hours a day” and he had fewer
conversations, less input, and lower emotional investment than when he was in the
classroom working directly with students.
Teacher L is invested in the community – “I am a part of the community. I see the
community and the parents as my employers.” “We chose to make our home
here.”
Growth – more tech savvy – more creative – has a bigger toolbox.
He felt that the students who had been bullied and those from good, functional
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families did ok to well with DL. The in-between kids from struggling families
suffered terribly.
Many kids were in bad psychological places – he was disappointed in the parents
not picking up on that or supporting them better.
He believes that DL could be a good option for some kids in the future under the
right circumstances – bullied, rodeo families, self-motivated kids
He thinks that policies and procedures must be reworked and put into place so
something like this will not hit everyone by surprise again.
*Teacher L’s job satisfaction level increased. This caught me off guard. His
reasoning, however, gave me an interesting and novel perspective. “I understand
how important my job is” to these kids.
Teacher self-care and setting boundaries are important to doing a good job,
especially under stressful conditions.
4/8/2021 At first when I thought of doing voluntary interviews, I wondered if only
complainers would be interested. I have found, so far, that those who volunteered
are balanced in their views of the DL transition. They had many frustrations, yet
they could see growth and identify successes. It doesn’t take much, sometimes, for
attitudes to change while navigating uncharted territory. Personal interviews are
the perfect manner for getting an understanding of the lived experiences of others.
I wonder if this balance is indicative of the personalities associated with people
who volunteer. I imagine their interest in sharing has many motivations.
Teacher H – Interview
Teacher H is the union Co-president representing her school district. Teacher H
has spent all 25 years of her teaching experience in the same district.
*I am seeing that as a trend in rural districts – if the family farms, there is less of a
tendency to move or change schools. Rural people/teachers are often tied to the
land.
Teacher H appreciates rural schools because of the relationships she can develop.
Not only with the students, but also with the families. She has had some families’
members in her classes for three generations.
The admin required the staff to be in the building during the planning weeks. They
had a large, all-teacher meeting in the gym, socially distanced, of course. She
spent much of her planning time preparing teaching videos for her HS math
lessons She used Screen-cast-o-matic as her main recording platform. The school
used Schoology for attendance, video lessons, parent communication and planning
consistently during DL. Google meets were also used regularly for face-to-face
student contact. There were glitches with google and schoology was overloaded at
times and crashed. It was a saving grace to have transitioned to McGraw Hill’s
new geometry curriculum because it was online already. Goformative was a
program used to create formative assessments that gave immediate feedback.
*Immediate and effective feedback has been noted as being a drawback to DL for
a variety of reasons including non-verbal cues and timely responses.
HS students were 1-1 with devices. The elementary through grade 5 were all paper
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packets. Phy. Ed. used a BINGO card for tasks and accountability.
Nerves were running high – lots of anxiety among the staff and students.
It was important for her to remember to support and trust those in charge.
She felt disconnected from her peers and students at first, partially because they
did not have to be live online and there were flexible and varied times of work
completion deadlines.
During DL, there was a change to Google form for attendance taking. There was
frustration with those changes.
The admin asked for input from the staff, provided what was needed, and held
teachers accountable for follow-through. Teacher H felt that they micromanaged a
little which was also frustrating. Also frustrating were the increasing management
tasks for teachers and the detailed communication log w/ parents and students.
No training was provided for staff.
A noted obstacle was related to internet connectivity – no hot spots were available
in the spring, but were available in the fall of 2020. There were definitely tech
problems and teachers had little support because tech staff was spread thin.
Of use to the teachers was GoGuardian which showed how much time students
were on line and what they were viewing. While that was good supervision, it
showed frustrating trends, such as kids traveling to the cities in spite of the
lockdown. Parents did not put education as a high priority.
Meals were delivered and open to everyone, not just low income.
An obstacle in rural schools is that there is very minimal anonymity in rural areas
– everyone knows you. The students in larger or METRO districts are less known,
perhaps, and can run under the radar a bit more.
*Benefit for rural students to be able to be tracked for work – it helps hold them
accountable.
Students were surveyed about their spring experience and the school had a
favorable response for their efforts.
Also used Whiteboard for google to demonstrate math processes.
A benefit of DL was that it provided more time for HC to work with struggling
students 1-1 without interruptions and at a variety of times during the day and
provide more differentiating of instruction and assignments.
*That all day-long availability sets up a nasty trend for self-care and, perhaps, poor
patterns for students.
Teacher H said that she preferred teaching in the classroom more than via DL,
however, she enjoyed being at home.
She had minimal interaction with peers once she was allowed to work from home.
Even now she feels disconnected from her peers.
While at school, she felt that there were Mask Nazis watching – “admin is
watching” theme. She is concerned about the negative impact of the masks for
future health and the negative impact on relationships. The staff received email
updates surrounding the pushout of materials, which was a monumental task.
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*Teacher H’s rural hardiness was evident as she spoke of possibly living off the
grid in the future.
She said that her effectiveness was lower, due to decreased direct interaction with
the students. Having used flipped classroom methods previously helped her adapt,
but some students had trouble adapting. She missed group work and felt that the
students did too.
Even with individual contacts and differentiation, she felt like she was preparing to
teach to the upper echelon and that the middle would call it good and lower would
continue to struggle.
She was concerned about equity and family support for her students. It was evident
that the students, in general, lacked the support at home that they needed and
lacked personal motivation.
The students were not prepared for MCAs or ACTs.
Truancy was a problem.
Her job satisfaction decreased in the spring, but popped up once she was able to be
with the students again.
She has grown and will take more time for lesson preparation and instruction,
adding additional practice more often and slowing down if she’s putting too much
stress on them; adjust expectations, and consider her own and the students’ mental
health more.
She felt that DL pushed her to totally revamp how she teaches. She doesn’t want to
overwhelm and uses “bite-sized” tasks more often.
OH is her favorite word – evidence that the student “got it”.
1-1 interaction is better than a video.
1-2
*It is interesting that teachers from the same school district can have such varying
experiences. Factors I’ve noted include grade levels taught, years of teaching,
personality, children of their own at home, subject matter, administrative directives
and communication.
4/8/2021 Teacher K – Interview
*Teacher K’s joy with teaching was palpable from the beginning to the end of the
interview. Her frequent comments about the other 1st grade teacher emphasized the
truth that collaboration and peer partnerships are effective and in the best interests
of students, regardless of the instruction being in-person or remote.
Teacher K feels that she has freedom to do her job at her school and wanted that
same freedom during DL.
Teacher K is a realist and just took the COVID-19 situation at face value and did
her job
There was growth in learning technology.
She and her co-teacher set up a virtual movie night with snacks as a fun event.
Having a reading series with many parts online was a help in planning. She used
Google w/ the whole class for group activities and lessons.
Math consisted of paperwork and youtube recorded lessons.
She sent links for Mystery Science, Time for Kids and a variety of games.
Learning Google was basically by trial and error, even with a tech person on staff.
Packets were swapped every 2 weeks.
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Food was delivered via vans to homes and designated drop off sites. This was
handled by the kitchen staff, paras, and bus drivers.
Accountability for kids to be online varied from teacher to teacher and family to
family.
Admin. Support on the part of the Supt. was absent; the principal provided some
good leadership, but there was a lack of expectations.
After the 2-week hiatus from the building, everyone returned to school to teach
DL.
A couple of families went AWOL and were not heard from again.
Childcare was difficult. Kids were at daycare and couldn’t log on.
Not 1-1 on device throughout the school.
The teachers got good support from the community.
Had to give out their personal cell phone number to connect. We were on the clock
all day long connecting with families at night when they were home.
*Important note about rural areas: Most parents in rural areas were essential
workers and had to be at their jobs while their kids were not allowed to be at
school. Daycare is at a crisis level in small communities as it is on a regular day,
so this sent the numbers through the roof in many situations.
Teacher K and her teacher partner went to students’ homes 2X to deliver treats and
to encourage them from the front lawn. It was an eye-opener for her to see when
and how some of her students lived.
Using BitMojis added some fun to communications and lessons.
She held small groups online.
Special activities: Build a tent day; dress up days; hat day, flashlight tag
4/10/202 Misc. thoughts - Interestingly, two of my interviewees (Teacher F & H) were
1
union presidents. That definitely added an interesting perspective. They felt that
extra level of responsibility that comes with leadership and wished that situations
in rural schools had been considered more than they had been during the decisionmaking process. Both, however, fully understood the chain of command and the
need to trust leadership.
My feelings about unions are more negative, and I must set those “keep your little
ducks in a row” thoughts out of my analysis in order to not infect my
understanding of their lived experiences.
Rural teachers are hard-working and willing to go the extra mile, often without
contractual compensation.
Rereading transcripts and meeting notes are invaluable exercises. Repeated
exposure to the interviews helps connections and commonalities come to light.
4/12/202Conversation w/ Research Peer Partner - Erin and I talked about some of the
1
surprises that I was unearthing. While I personally felt upset at the sweeping
decision by the governor and felt that he did not consider the uniqueness of rural
communities before he sent the whole state to distance learning, some of the
teachers I interviewed thought that, while it upset them to some degree, he was just
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making the safest and fastest decision possible at the time. They expressed little to
no animosity toward Gov. Walz. While frustrated, they had an “oh well” sort of
apathy. I think they had become used to not being heard. I don’t want us to just
expect to be passed over in rural areas. There was some increased frustration with
the lack of pulling back on the mandates and extending the time.
We also talked about common findings. Perhaps they were giving him grace
because of his teaching background - teachers’ union members.
Teachers were trying to be creative, but they were limited because they couldn’t
collaborate effectively and, in some cases, even go into the school. I think
collaboration plays an important role in job satisfaction and self-efficacy.
Many participants expressed pride in how their school handled things from their
end, but many were disappointed in how the parents failed to engage and assist as
often as the staff thought was necessary. Educators are keenly aware of the
importance of parental involvement in the success of students.
4/13/202 Erin’s research stimulated some thinking about my own research: There were
1
connections to teacher stress, community, values, and burnout. These played a role
in how my participants perceived their experience during the transition. Some of
them felt that if the distance learning environment continued for much longer, they
would consider doing something else. I was not surprised by that. I saw my own
staff leaning in the direction of burnout due to frustration with student engagement
and lack of parental partnership. Burnout, however, was not a word I thought of
prior to Erin’s research, nor heard from my study participants. I was struck on the
outcomes of feeling frustrated and insecure about the dramatic changes from how
they had previously delivered instruction.
I reflected on my own leadership during the DL transition. I am satisfied that my
empathy for my own staff was in high gear as I found ways to help them adjust
and feel supported and valued. I was available and accessible.
4/14/202 The busyness of teachers is constant. They are multi-taskers and constantly on
1
other lookout for ideas to use in their classrooms. During the transition to distance
learning, I imagine that it was difficult to shelve many of those activities and ideas
that they were expecting to use. While some classroom activities can be
transformed into a virtual or distance learning format, many cannot effectively be
reproduced that way, removing much of the fun factor. Anticipated organic
language development would be impossible to replicate without the classroom
environment. That, I imagine, would be disappointing.
4/17/202 I am seeing trends and noting the influence that these rural teachers wield in their
1
small communities. Each interviewee so far takes on more that would be expected
by their teacher contract – that’s part of being a rural resident.
4/17/202 Teacher J – Interview
1
*Interesting to note that teacher perceptions of what input looks like and what
information is needed about what to do is more extensive than administrator
perceptions of the same. As an administrator I want to give teachers lots of
information, but most only want or need to know some of the information to feel
satisfied and able to move forward.
Teacher J said that she was relieved and thankful that teachers were given two
weeks to prepare for DL. The teachers at her school were focused on the HOW of
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DL more than the WHAT. After a week of planning, however, she thought that
one week was enough and she was ready to get going and so were the kids.
She noticed a “summer break feeling” on the part of the students.
She felt that they were being told to “slam on the breaks and then get going again”
with the changing information coming from MDE and the governor.
The students were “too far away from school” for too long and developed habits
that would not help them in school when they returned. She was frustrated with the
extra week and felt that she should have been with kids.
She found that the best way to figure out some technology stuff was to just try it
and then to try other stuff.
The two weeks was a completely “hands-off” time from students. She did not like
that she could not reach out to some of them.
*I agree that two weeks is a long time and can jeopardize study habits. There is
evidence that many students had difficulty getting back in the swing of learning.
Her concurrent credit classes were through SMSU and she was unable to do many
of the regular assignments. SMSU was understanding.
The governor’s mandate frustrated her. There was a disconnect between how huge
schools run and what local control could have handled.
To deliver paper packets to younger students, a system was set up and the
contracted bus company ran the delivery route. The supt. kept ancillary employees
working on bus routes, with meals, and connecting with kids.
“Everybody knows everybody out here.”
There was a local rumor mill that got started and there were lots of questions
outside of school, but the district “did a good job of communicating with families.”
There was so much that the school employees did not know because of the state
level control of information and decision-making.
“We did the best that we could.”
The cafeteria was set up as a distribution site and the tables were covered with
paper w/ student names on them. Work was put by the names if it needed to be
delivered.
She appreciated being able to connect with every student due to the small size of
the student population.
Zoom meetings were used, but they were challenging and there was a loss of
control over student engagement. Lots of redirecting was needed for them to focus.
Lots of encouragement was given.
The staff met 1X/day the first week of student contact to see what was working
and what was a struggle.
The admin. Was keeping us together and getting us to report back.
We had an organized time for our PLC’s.
Those with varied tech skills helped get the PLC’s rolling. Some teachers did not
want to participate in PLCs and wanted to be left alone.
Principal: What can I do to help you? He was around a lot and very actively trying
to help. He offered to research things for me.
The supt. was annoyingly motivational – continually reminding us to look at the
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big picture and that we were on the cutting edge of education and that education
would never look the same in the future.
Rural problem: Planting season pulled some kids from their studies to work the
fields. She had students join her Zoom meetings from their tractors and skid
loaders and from the convenience store sandwich shoppe. Rural students have a
lifestyle that is work-oriented at home.
Farming families have a strong work ethic and school began to take 2nd place.
The DL school day was 24 hours. Many of her students worked in the middle of
the day and the middle of the night.
Teacher J prayed for rain – it was a lot to be in planting season, have four of her
own kids in DL, and remote teaching. It really stretched her. Her mind was going
all over the place.
Terrible spotty internet along the MN River Valley – could have camera or sound
much of the time, but not both.
Some students had 0% in DL and others had no devices so they got paper
deliveries.
The school sent out a technology and internet survey right away. ARVIG gave free
internet to those who needed it until the end of the year. That showed local
business support.
It worked best for Teacher J to call some students instead of expecting them to be
on Zoom.
Differentiated delivery of instruction X2 with packets and online.
Small class sizes helped with connecting with kids, but still some did not show up.
In this rural area, most parents were still working as essential workers and not
home with the kids.
The local daycare stayed open, which helped, until the county COVID #’s
increased.
There were successes – new programs and extensions of programs she had already
used.
She definitely feels like a teacher, but wasn’t too effective at teaching last spring
for a variety of reasons. “I lost control over my effectiveness.” She had to decide
to give up on some things that the kids really needed.
“They got the basics, the bare minimum”. There was little if any mastery of
standards.
She wondered if she was a good enough teacher to get through the DL transition.
“Inner turmoil”
*Teacher effectiveness was impeded for all of the participants for a variety of
reasons. Some were their issues, yet most were outside of their control.
*COVID-19 DL – Work life balance was a mess for many educators. A day was
frequently an all-day event trying to connect with kids and parents when they were
available. It is possible that teachers’ families suffered because of parental
workload.
“Went from a tornado to nothing.”
“I just sat down for about a month.”
“I was completely shut down.”
“This must be what depression feels like.”
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Teachers need to learn to “draw that line” to establish work life balance.
She felt more safety in the rural community than she would have in a big city.
Teacher J appreciated this time of reflection.
4/22/202 Convo w/ Krista –
1
We chatted about some of my interviews. She asked if I had reached saturation. I
did in some areas, but each interview had new and novel experiences to add to the
lived experiences, so I kept going and completed all 12 interviews.
4/24/202 Listened to interviews a second time - I noticed that I dug deeper into the question
1
about how they have grown personally with the final two interviewees. I am
intrigued by the way professional challenges change us personally - they change us
as people, not just as educators. The passage of time has also impacted the
participant’s feelings when comparing the spring to summer and then to the fall
and now to one year later. Feelings of frustration subside and our hurts heal, to
varying degrees.
5/1/2021 All transcripts have been sent to interviewees for member checking via email.
5/15/202 Having some difficulty getting “corrected” transcripts back from a few of the
1
interviewees. Reminder emails were sent. This is a busy time of year for teachers,
so this is understandable.
6/4/2021 100% of transcripts have been returned to me – final Amazon gift cards mailed out
today. A few of the interviewees told me that it was unnecessary, but I explained
how much I value their time, so it was worth it to me.
6/9/2021 Meeting w/ Krista. We talked about NVivo and what license I should buy. I am
totally unfamiliar with the program – both nerve-racking and exciting. I love data,
but am a bit confused about coding narrative data. Krista will be a super help. She
demonstrated how to code her end. It makes sense. I believe that NVivo is a
powerful research data organizational tool – I doubt that I will use many of its
features this time. It could get overwhelming.
6/11/202 Ordered NVivo. My husband helped me get it downloaded properly. What a guy! I
1
uploaded my files and began coding my first transcript. I had some codes in mind,
however, several merged as I did the actual coding. Code families have me a bit
befuddled.
6/23/202 I finished coding all 12 transcripts today. What a relief. My mind is spinning with
1
similarities, differences, and themes. Some data points fit into more than one code.
6/24/202 Krista and I spent almost 2 hours to organize and then reorganize my codes into
1
families. Using a tool like NVivo allows me to manipulate the data to gain a
deeper understanding of the collective lived experiences of the interviewees. What
a blessing.
6/26/202 As I worked with the interview data today, I noted that even in the same school,
1
different perspectives appeared, particularly in regard to administrative support
and parent frustrations. As an administrator and as a parent myself, it is a little
disheartening to see hard comments about admin. and hard views on the
effectiveness of parents to help with DL. These thoughts bring “Training” in mind
– training parents to be co-teachers and empathy training for admin.
6/27/2021 Teachers in my own school connected with students when they rode on the buses to
deliver school materials to student homes, waving and cheering on the students. One particular
teacher in this researcher’s school took a bag of books and traveled to each of her students’
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residences. She read aloud to the children as they sat on the porch and she sat in her own lawn
chair from a distance. These instances showed great enthusiasm on the part of the teachers to
connect with their students in whatever way was possible.
At the researcher’s school, also in EDR #8, it was necessary to drive 40+ miles to pick up
Wi-Fi hotspots and two staff members were given the task of calling the stores around the area to
locate over 200 large Ziploc bags and folders. After the phone call frenzy, the two staff members
divided the list and drove to six various locations in different towns to acquire enough items to
meet their distance learning needs.
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Appendix B
Initial Email Text
(Sent to Teachers of Participating Schools)
I am Kim Friesen. I am working on my K-12 Educational Leadership dissertation through
Bethel University in St. Paul, MN. My dissertation topic directly involves Southwest Minnesota
teachers, like yourself. It is my goal to give rural Southwest Minnesota teachers an opportunity
to share their experiences as they transitioned to distance learning due to the COVID-19
pandemic. My research involves interviewing teachers who have 5-25 years of teaching
experience and worked in a rural Southwest Minnesota PreK-12 school during the COVID19 transition to distance learning in the spring of 2020, in order to learn about their personal
transition story. The interview can be virtual via Google meet or in-person at a mutually agreed
upon location. The interview will occur at an agreed upon time this spring (2021) and take
approximately one hour. You may stop the interview at any time and choose to not answer any
questions. Your commitment will also involve checking over your interview transcript for
accuracy a few days following the interview.
As an educator myself, I know that time is a valuable commodity, and I will be giving a
$25.00 Amazon gift card to you, as a study participant, should you meet the criteria in bold
above and you are one of the first 12 teachers to agree to an interview. Once we begin the
interview, whether you complete the interview or choose to not answer all of the questions, you
will be given the gift card as a thank you for your time. Please email me back at
kif28299@bethel.edu if you have 5-25 years of teacher experience and would like to participate
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or if you have any questions about the study. I will be interviewing 12 teachers for this study. I
look forward to hearing from you soon if you would like to participate.
Thank you Kim Friesen
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Appendix C
Qualitative Interview Protocol - Semi-formal
Date:
Interviewer: Kim Friesen
Interviewee:
Location:

in-person

or

online via Google Meet

Introduction to the Study
1. Hello, _______________ . I am Kim Friesen, a doctoral student at Bethel University.
Thank you for agreeing to meet me for this interview; it is an important part of my
research. I will be interviewing 12 rural teachers from southwest Minnesota. This
interview should take approximately 60 minutes. The purpose of this qualitative study is
to discover and understand the lived experience of rural teachers in Southwest Minnesota
as they taught and transitioned to distance learning during the spring of 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Realizing that rural communities are unique, it will be insightful to
others in the field of education to understand experiences such as yours. I have chosen to
use semi-interviews, which include both scripted and spontaneous, but yet related
questions, as my method of collecting data. This format allows for your human story,
which holds a wealth of information, to be told, helping others to understand experiences
and phenomenon on a deep and descriptive level (Jacobs & Ferguson, 2012). The
personal stories of teachers like you about your experiences while teaching during the
COVID-19 pandemic last spring is at the heart of my research. My hope is that this
interview will be a combination of questions/answers and a genuine conversation.
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2. I will be recording this interview for later transcription. I will provide that transcription
to you via email so that you can look it over and send to me any corrections, adjustments,
notes to verify accuracy. This process is called member checking (Patten, 2017).
3. Do you have any questions about this study prior to us getting started?
4. Before we begin, I want to remind you that you may skip any question or questions that
you do not want to answer, and you may stop the interview at any time without affecting
relationships with Bethel University, and that you will still be awarded with the $ 25
Amazon gift card as a thank you for participating. .
5. I would like to have your consent verified on this recording. Do I have your consent to
record this interview and use this information in my research? (If in person: Before we
begin, I have a consent form for you to sign verifying that you are willing to participate
in my research.)
6. I want to thank you in advance for sharing your time and experience with me.
Ice Breaking Questions
1. How long have you been teaching?
2. How long have you been teaching in rural Minnesota?
3. Tell me a little about your current teaching position.
4. What do you like best about teaching in a rural school?

Interview Questions (Semi-structured format with prompts)
Research Question #1
What has been the lived experience of rural Southwest Minnesota teachers in the transition to
distance learning during the COVID-19 pandemic?
_____________________________________________________________________________
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1. Tell me about your experience as you transitioned from teaching your students in
person, within the walls of your classroom, to teaching your students from a distance in
the spring of 2020.
Prompt: Tell me more about (available programs and materials, student engagement,
use of time, etc. or something the interviewee touched on which needs development).
2. As a rural teacher, how did you respond to the COVID-19 mandates and restrictions
handed down from governmental officials at the state and federal level in the spring of
2020?
Prompt: Tell me about the emotions you experienced.
3. What local community and school circumstances or situations impacted your transition
to distance learning, whether positive or negative?
Prompt: Describe the support you received from administration and peers during the
transition.
Prompt: Describe your level of expertise with technology during your transition to
distance learning.
Follow-up: How have your technology skills changed?
Prompt: Tell me about any (other) training you received regarding distance learning.
4. Tell me about some of the challenges and unique concerns you faced as a rural educator
moving into a distance learning environment last spring.
Prompt: Are there any other obstacles/challenges you faced that you would like to
share?
5. Tell me about some of the successes you experienced during the COVID-19 transition to
distance learning?
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Research Question #2
How has the transition to distance learning affected the professional identities of rural Minnesota
teachers?
_____________________________________________________________________________
1. Have you grown as a professional teacher as a result of the transition to distance
learning last spring?
Follow up: Tell me how you have grown? OR
Follow up: Why don’t you think you’ve grown?
2. What have you learned about yourself through the COVID-19-induced transition to
distance learning in the spring of 2020?
3. How would you describe the effectiveness of distance learning in a rural setting during
the spring of 2020 COVID-19 pandemic.
Follow up: Please share some examples of how students responded to the transition.
4. How would you describe your personal level of effectiveness, as related to teaching
students using a distance learning model during the pandemic?
Research Question #3
How has the transition to distance learning affected rural Minnesota teachers’ views of their
future employment in education?
____________________________________________________________________________
1. Has your distance learning experience during COVID-19 pandemic influenced
your level of job satisfaction?
Follow up: If so, how has your job satisfaction changed?
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2. Has your professional identity as a teacher changed at all since your distance learning
experience during the pandemic? If so, how has it changed?
3. With distance learning becoming a part of everyday life in the field of education, tell me
about your future as a rural Southwest Minnesota teacher?
Prompt: Do you intend to continue teaching in rural MN?
Follow-up: Do you anticipate staying at your current school next year?
Conclusion
1. Is there anything else you would like me to know about your COVID-19 transition to
distance learning and remote teaching experience?
Thank you so much, __________________ , for sharing this life experience with me. It has been
wonderful hearing your story. I will be in touch with you in the next week or two via email to
review the transcript of this interview for accuracy. Following your approval of the transcript, I
will send to you a $25.00 Amazon gift card as a thank you for participating. Have a wonderful
rest of your day and thank you again for your time.
End Time: ________
References
Jacob, S. A., & Furgerson, S. P. (2012). Writing interview protocols and conducting
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Appendix D
IRB Approval

March 22, 2021
Kim Friesen

Institutional Review Board 3900 Bethel Drive
PO2322
St. Paul, MN 55112

Re: Project SP-14-21 Exploring the Lived Experiences of Rural Southwest
Minnesota Teachers in the Spring 2020 Transition to Distance Learning During
the COVID-19 Pandemic
Dear Kim,
On March 22, 2021, the Bethel University Institutional Review Board completed the
review of your proposed study and approved the above referenced study.
Please note that this approval is limited to the project as described on the most recent
Human Subjects Review Form documentation, including email correspondence. Also,
please be reminded that it is the responsibility of the investigator(s) to bring to the
attention of the IRB any proposed changes in the project or activity plans, and to report to
the IRB any unanticipated problems that may affect the welfare of human subjects. Last,
the approval is valid until March 21, 2022.
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Sincerely,

Peter Jankowski, Ph.D.
Chair, Bethel University IRB
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Appendix E
Email Reminder
<Date>
Hello, _______________.
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research study. I am excited to learn about
your experience last spring when you transitioned to distance learning. There is no need for you
to formally prepare for our interview. Broadly speaking, during our time together, I will be
asking about your experiences in the spring of 2020 as you transitioned to distance learning due
to COVID-19 and about your level of job satisfaction during that time of transition. The
interview should take approximately one hour. I will send a Google meet invitation and link to
you the week prior to your interview. Once you accept the invitation, our appointment will
automatically show up on your Google calendar. If you need to change the time or date, please
contact me via phone – my cell number is listed below. I look forward to hearing your story.
Sincerely,
Kim Friesen
507.221.0418
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Appendix F
Informed Consent Form
Informed Consent Form (Level 1) - Virtual Interview
You are invited to participate in a study of the experiences of rural teachers as
they transitioned to distance learning in the spring of 2020. I hope to learn about the
rapid COVID-19 pandemic-induced transition through the eyes and words of rural
Minnesota teachers and to explore any impact it may have had on the professional
identities of Southwest Minnesota teachers. This topic was selected because of my
interest in rural education and my respect for rural teachers.
I am a rural educator and want to hear directly from rural teachers in the field
about their experiences with the transition to distance learning. You are volunteering to
participate in this study because you are a career teacher with 5-25 years of teaching
experience, are employed in a PreK-12 school district in Minnesota Economic
Development Region #8, and experienced the transition to distance learning firsthand
during the spring of 2020. Following the interviews, I will analyze and summarize my
findings to complete my dissertation and doctoral program at Bethel University. I am
hopeful that this research will inform Minnesota decision-makers and support rural
Minnesota teachers in regards to future educational disruptions and changes in
instructional delivery practices.
Any risks for consenting to participate in this study should be minimal. There are,
however, potential risks when reflecting on an experience that may have been highly
positive or negative, challenging or traumatic. There are minimal, if any, short or long
term effects with participation in a semi-formal, open-ended interview. Participants guide
the conversation by their responses. Participants can choose to not answer any
questions that make them uncomfortable and/or choose to stop the interview at any
time and still receive the gift card.
Should you decide to participate in this research study, I will contact you to set up
a time for our virtual interview.
The interview will be recorded for transcription purposes and should take
approximately one hour. Once we begin the interview, even if you decide not to answer
some of the questions or choose to end the interview, you will still receive the gift card
as a thank you for scheduling time for the interview.
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Once the interview is transcribed, I will email you a copy of the transcript. You will
have the opportunity to read through the transcript and make any needed adjustments
to accurately describe your experience, then return the transcript to me.
Any information obtained in connection with this study that can be identified with
you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission. In any
written reports or publications, no participants will be identified or identifiable. The
interview recording will be maintained on a private, password-protected computer and
then destroyed three years after the report is published. A third-party transcription
service, Tactiq or NVivo, will be used to produce the transcript, and a data analysis
company, NVIvo, will assist in processing the data into categories of information for
further analysis.
Your decision to participate in this study is completely voluntary and will have no
effect on your employment, Minnesota teaching license, or Bethel University.
Additionally, there is no penalty for choosing to opt out of this study. If, during the
interview, you determine that you would prefer to stop the interview process, that is
completely acceptable and the interview will end immediately.
This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with
Bethel’s Levels of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions about
the research and/or research participants’ rights or wish to report a research-related
injury, please contact:
Kim Friesen (507.221.0418l kif28299@bethel.edu), or
Dr. Krista Soria (krs73996@bethel.edu)).
You will be offered a copy of this form to keep for your records.
___________________________________________________________________
You are making a decision whether or not to participate. Your signature indicates that
you have read the information provided above and have decided to participate. You
may withdraw at any time without prejudice after signing this form should you choose to
discontinue participation in this study.
____________________________________________________
Signature

____________
Date

___________________________________________________
Signature of Investigator

____________
Date
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Appendix G
Member Checking Email
Hello, ___________________ . Attached you will find a copy of the transcript from your recent
interview. Please read through it carefully and make any necessary corrections or changes so that
it accurately reflects your experience during the Spring 2020 COVID-19 transition to distance
learning. Please return the transcript to me via email by ________________. Thank you for
your help. Please call me at 507.221.0418 if you have any questions.
Sincerely,
Kim Friesen
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Appendix H
Teacher Thank You w/ Amazon Card
Thank you for participating in this important research study regarding rural Southwest Minnesota
teachers. It was a delight to hear about your experiences in the Spring of 2020. I have enclosed a
$25.00 Amazon gift card as a thank you for sharing your story and your time with me.
Sincerely,
Kim Friesen
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Appendix I
CITI Certificate

